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ABSTRACT
THE ROLE OF CULTURE IN CLOSE RELATIONSHIPS:
EAST-WEST DIFFERENCES IN COMMUNICATION AND EMOTION
REGULATION
SEPTEMBER 2017
FIONA GE, B.A., UNIVERSITY OF KANSAS
M.S., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Ph.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Professor Paula R. Pietromonaco and Jiyoung Park
The current research examined the role of culture in shaping two interpersonal processes
that occur within romantic relationships – i.e., (a) how individuals communicate
emotional messages with their romantic partner and (b) how they help each other regulate
emotions. I addressed these two processes by focusing on national culture, comparing
behaviors between European American and Chinese partners in romantic relationships.
Chapter I (Studies 1-4) investigated the extent to which European Americans and Chinese
prefer direct vs. indirect communication styles with their romantic partners. Studies 1 and
2 found that Chinese were more indirect (vs. direct) than European Americans when they
communicated emotional messages with their romantic partner. Study 2 further showed
that influence goals motivated European Americans to use direct communication more
whereas adjustment goals motivated Chinese to use indirect communication more. Study
3 tested independent (vs. interdependent) self-construal as an underlying mechanism for
the pursuit of direct communication among European Americans by showing that
independent European Americans preferred direct communication more than their
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interdependent counterparts. Next, Study 4 demonstrated that both European Americans
and Chinese anticipated greater relationship satisfaction when their partner used a
culturally preferred communication style (i.e., direct communication for European
Americans and indirect communication for Chinese). Lastly, interdependent (vs.
independent) self-construal mediated the effect of culture on indirect communication and
its subsequent effect on relationship satisfaction. Chapter II (Study 5-7) examined
cultural differences in the extent to which people help their romantic partner regulate
emotions hedonically – i.e., maximize positive emotions and minimize negative
emotions. Study 5a and 5b showed that as compared to Asians, European Americans
helped their romantic partner engage in hedonic emotion regulation more in response to
positive events. Study 6 extended this finding to negative emotions and further identified
dialectical beliefs about emotions as a mediating mechanism in explaining the cultural
difference in hedonic regulation of partner’s emotions. Study 7 demonstrated that
European Americans enjoyed individual and relationship benefits when their partner
helped them regulate positive and negative emotions hedonically whereas these benefits
were significantly reduced or absent for Chinese. These findings highlight the importance
of considering sociocultural context in examining the implications of communication and
emotion regulation processes for romantic relationship functioning.
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CHAPTER I
GENERAL INTRODUCTION
When going through positive and negative events in life, people often turn to their
romantic partners to share the moments or bolster coping. How romantic partners
communicate about these events and help each other regulate their emotions are critical
processes through which individuals and their partners achieve personal and relationship
benefits in romantic relationships, such as health, well-being, and relationship satisfaction
(Feeney & Collins, 2015; Gable & Reis, 2010; Gottman & Levenson, 1992;
Pietromonaco & Beck, 2015). Despite the numerous research that has been conducted to
shed light on these close relationship processes, two assumptions have been present
throughout the study of relationship science: (a) directly communicating feelings and
thoughts to one’s partner is beneficial for relationship functioning and (b) helping one’s
partner up-regulate positive emotions and down-regulate negative emotions through good
and bad events elicits intrapersonal and interpersonal benefits (Gable, Reis, Impett, &
Asher, 2004; Lambert et al., 2012; Laurenceau, Barrett, & Pietromonaco, 1998; Reis &
Shaver, 1988). However, relationship theories were developed exclusively from a
Western perspective and research evidence was mostly collected from a similar Western
population. Thus, the current work raises the question of whether these practices are
indeed valued and well-suited for non-Western populations, such as Asians.
The recent development of cultural research hinted at the limitations of
generalizing the two assumptions in relationship science from where most studies were
conducted (i.e., West) to a broader population. For example, directly communicating
about feelings and thoughts with romantic partners is linked to greater relationship
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quality for couples from Western cultures (Laurenceau et al., 1998; Reis & Shaver,
1988). It remains unknown, however, whether the same association would be found
among East Asian cultures where indirect communication is more valued. Similarly,
quite different from a Western perspective of maximizing pleasure and minimizing
pain—known as hedonic emotion regulation, East Asians show a tendency to downregulate their positive emotions after a good event and maintain their negative emotions
after a bad event (Miyamoto & Ma, 2011; Miyamoto, Ma, & Petermann, 2014). Research
like this raises the possibility of whether individuals, in the context of romantic
relationships, not only self-regulate, but also help their partner regulate emotions (i.e.,
interpersonal regulation) in a way that is more congruent with culturally normative
practices.
Yet, how culture shapes communication and emotion regulation processes has
been lacking in close relationships research, and thus, unpacking the role of culture in
close relationships will make considerable contribution to the understanding of various
ways through which individuals and their partners thrive through romantic relationships.
The current work aims to bridge the gap between cross-cultural research and close
relationship research by addressing three overarching questions: (a) whether European
Americans and East Asians differ in their engagement in direct vs. indirect
communication styles and interpersonal hedonic emotion regulation in romantic
relationships, (b) what mechanisms account for these cultural variations, and (c) what
implications these cultural differences may have for individual and relationship wellbeing. We argue that how directly romantic partners communicate with each other and to
what extent they help their partners regulate emotions hedonically are shaped by the
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beliefs, values, and expectations that are situated in their cultural environments.
Behaviors that are congruent with the cultural values will be reinforced and rewarded by
increased intrapersonal and interpersonal benefits, whereas behaviors that are incongruent
with the cultural values will be discouraged and punished by intrapersonal and
interpersonal harm.

A. Cultural Variations in Social Orientation and Cognition
Sparked by anthropological research on cultural differences in human behaviors
(Haviland, Prins, Walrath, & McBride, 2008; Tylor, 1871/1996), there has been an
increasing interest in psychology to understand how culture shapes human psychological
processes for the past three decades (e.g., Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Shweder, 1991;
Shweder & Bourne, 1984; Triandis, 1989). In social psychology, culture is often defined
as “values (general goal states) and practices (behavioral routines often designed to
achieve the values) that are collectively distributed and, to some important extent,
shared” (Kitayama & Uskul, 2011). Based on the definition, culture can be studied via
various dimensions, such as nation of origin, race, social class, gender, religion, just to
name a few. Among these cultural dimensions, much prior work in cultural psychology
has focused on the contrast between Western (e.g., European Americans, Canadians) and
Eastern populations (e.g., Chinese, Japanese). Cultural psychological research so far
suggests that this East-West perspective has proven to be very useful in generating
insights into cultural differences in psychological processes such as cognition, emotion,
and motivation (for a review, see Kitayama & Uskul, 2011). For example, whereas
European Americans tend to allocate their attention to focal objects in separation from
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the contexts, experience more socially disengaging emotions such as pride and anger, and
are more prone to self-enhancement bias, East Asians tend to pay more attention to the
social contexts, experience more socially engaging emotions such as communal feelings
and guilt, and are more susceptible to social expectation and evaluation (Heine, Lehman,
Markus, & Kitayama, 1999; Kim & Markman, 2006; Kitayama, Duffy, Kawamura, &
Larsen, 2003; Kitayama, Mesquita, & Karasawa, 2006). Consistent with past endeavor,
the present research examined culture by comparing communication and emotion
regulation processes between European Americans and East Asians (Chinese in most
studies).
In addition to group-level comparisons of mean differences in psychological
processes, research has examined individual-level sociocultural orientations people
endorse that could explain the group-level cultural differences. One such dimension that
has been shown to predict myriad cultural differences in psychological functioning is the
independent vs. interdependent social orientation (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). Past few
decades of cultural psychological research showed that individuals from Western cultures
endorse a relatively independent social orientation, whereas individuals from East Asian
cultures endorse a relatively interdependent social orientation (Markus & Kitayama,
1991; Park, Uchida, & Kitayama, 2016). People with an independent orientation define
the self as an individual entity that is separate from other people and social contexts.
They value autonomy and self-expression, and act upon their own thoughts and feelings
with a goal of influencing others and surrounding social environments (Markus &
Kitayama, 2003; Weisz, Rothbaum, & Blackburn, 1984). On the other hand, people with
an interdependent orientation believe that their selves are imbeded within social relations
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and contexts. They value social connections and harmony, tailoring their behaviors
according to the social enviroments with a goal of fitting in with and adjusting to others
(Markus & Kitayama, 2003; Weisz et al., 1984).
The culturally divergent modes of social orientation are theorized to shape
cultural differences in people’s cognitive thinking styles (for a review, see Varnum,
Grossman, Kitayama, & Nisbett, 2010). Because people with an independent social
orientation are motivated to pursue their own goals and desires, they tend to focus their
attention on the objects that are relevant and would help them achieve their goals. As a
result, they develop a more analytic thinking style, emphasizing rules, social
categorization, and the use of logic in reasoning and thinking (Nisbett, Peng, Choi, &
Norenzayan, 2001). On the other hand, because people with an interdependent social
orientation are motivated to fit it with others and the social contexts, they pay more
attention to the surrounding social environment. As a result, they develop a more holistic
cognitive style that emphasizes the relationships between different objects and situations
(Nisbett et al., 2001). A holistic cognition also fosters a thinking style that is more
dialectical, which recognizes change as the nature of being, and therefore accepts the
existence of contradiction by adopting multiple perspectives and seeking the “middle
way” (Peng & Nisbett, 1999). In other words, people with dialectical thinking believe
that seemingly opposing states, such as good vs. bad and light vs. dark can coexist in
harmony. Consistent with this view, research shows that people from Western cultures
who are more independent adopt a more analytic system of thought, whereas people from
East Asian cultures who are more interdependent tend to be more holistic and dialectical
(Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Nisbett et al., 2001; Varnum et al., 2010).
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Accumulating evidence suggests that independent vs. interdependent social
orientation and analytic vs. dialectical thinking uniquely predict various psychological
processes, such as emotions, motivations, attitudes, decision-makings, and well-being
(for reviews, see Kitayama & Park, 2007; Markus & Kitayama, 2010; Spencer-Rodgers,
Williams, & Peng, 2010). In the present research, we focus on independent vs.
interdependent social orientation and dialecticism as two cultural mechanisms that
differentially drive the cultural differences in indirect communication and interpersonal
hedonic emotion regulation in romantic relationships. Specifically, Chapter II discusses
how independent and interdependent self-construal influences European Americans and
Chinese’ preferences for direct and indirect communication styles in romantic
relationships. Chapter III examines dialectical views about emotions as an underlying
mechanism of cultural differences in interpersonal hedonic emotion regulation in
romantic relationships.
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CHAPTER II
CULTURAL DIFFERENCES IN DIRECT VS. INDIRECT COMMUNICATION
STYLES IN ROMANTIC RELATIONSHIPS

A. Introduction
Positive and negative emotions frequently arise within the context of romantic
relationships, and how romantic partners talk about these emotional experiences plays a
critical role in shaping romantic relationship quality (Gable, Gonzaga, & Strachman,
2006; Woodin, 2011). In particular, direct communication and disclosure of emotional
experiences are associated with better relationship outcomes, such as enhanced intimacy
and relationship satisfaction (Laurenceau et al., 1998; Marshall, 2008; Overall, Fletcher,
Simpson, & Sibley, 2009; Reis & Shaver, 1988). This evidence, however, comes
exclusively from individuals living in Western cultures. Whether direct communication is
equally valued in romantic relationships for those living in non-Western cultures has been
largely unexplored, but evidence demonstrating that cultural contexts importantly shape
views of the self and personal motivations (Markus & Kitayama, 1991) suggests that
direct communication in romantic relationships may be valued less in some cultures.
The present research aims to fill this gap in knowledge by addressing three issues;
(a) whether the extent to which romantic partners use direct or indirect communication
differs for European Americans and Chinese, (b) what factors may account for this
cultural difference, and (c) what implications this cultural difference may have for
romantic relationship satisfaction. We propose that the extent to which direct or indirect
communication is valued in romantic relationships should vary between the independent,
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European American cultural context and the interdependent, Chinese cultural context,
depending on the emphasis each culture places on two interpersonal goals—i.e., influence
and adjustment. Accordingly, a communication style that facilitates the attainment of a
culturally congruent goal will benefit romantic relationship functioning.

1. Cultural Differences in Direct vs. Indirect Communication
Past research has demonstrated that culture influences people’s preferences for
communication styles such that European Americans prefer direct, explicit
communication, whereas East Asians prefer indirect communication (Nomura &
Barnlund, 1983; Holgraves, 1997). This research, however, has primarily focused on
communication styles in organizational settings (Sanchez-Burks et al., 2003), such as in
the context of interpersonal conflict resolution (Nomura & Barnlund, 1983; Trubisky,
Ting-Toomey, Lin, 1991). For example, when resolving interpersonal conflict, European
Americans used solution-oriented strategies more, which involved direct communication
about the conflict and confrontation of the issue, whereas East Asians used nonconfrontational methods more, such as indirectly handling a conflict and concealing ill
feelings (Chua & Gudykunst, 1987). Other research examined cultural differences in
general communication styles in the context of day-to-day conversations by showing that
Koreans were more likely to speak indirectly and look for indirect meanings in others’
remarks compared to Americans (Holgraves, 1997).
Yet, little research has examined cultural differences in communication styles
within close relationships, such as romantic relationships. One study hints that similar
cultural differences in direct vs. indirect communication may occur in romantic
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relationships by showing that when expressing appreciation to close others such as
friends and romantic partners, Americans used direct methods (e.g., expression of thanks
and compliments) more than Chinese, whereas Chinese used indirect methods (e.g.,
sacrifice and internal reflection) more than Americans (Bello et al., 2010). This research,
however, studied only one form of positive communication (i.e., expression of
appreciation), and therefore, it remains unknown whether this cultural difference would
generalize to other situations within close relationships.
The first goal of the present research was to address this issue by considering two
features of the communication context that may be important as potential moderators of
cultural differences in direct vs. indirect communication in romantic relationships: (a)
valence of the situation (positive or negative) and (b) conversational role (communicator
or recipient). Our general prediction was that European Americans would favor and use
direct (vs. indirect) communication with romantic partners than Chinese. In testing this
prediction, we first explored a possibility that this cultural difference would be moderated
by valence of the situation. Directly discussing negative aspects of one’s partner or
relationship could be uncomfortable by hurting the partner’s feelings, and in such
contexts of negative conversation, even European Americans might be unwilling to use
direct communication. We thus examined whether the hypothesized cultural difference in
direct communication would be less pronounced in negative than positive situations.
Second, past research has suggested that talking indirectly and looking for indirect
meanings in others’ remarks are two distinct constructs (Holtgraves, 1997), and being the
agent or target of direct communication may have very different consequences for
relationship outcomes (Overall, 2017). We therefore examined two conversational
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roles—whether individuals were communicating a message to their romantic partner or
receiving a message from the partner—as another moderating variable of the cultural
difference in communication.

2. Cultural Differences in Influence vs. Adjustment Goals
Although past findings suggest that European Americans are more direct in
conversations than East Asians (Chua & Gudykunst, 1987; Holgraves, 1997), the specific
factors that shape this cultural difference remain unknown. We propose that the degree to
which direct or indirect communication is valued should vary depending on the relative
emphasis placed on two interpersonal goals—influence and adjustment—in a given
culture. Influence and adjustment are two core motives that shape social interactions
(Horowitz et al., 2006). Although people routinely engage in both types of interpersonal
behaviors in everyday life, which one takes precedence may vary widely between
independent, Western cultures and interdependent, Asian cultures (Morling, Kitayama, &
Miyamoto, 2002; Tsai, Miao, Seppala, Fung, & Yeung, 2007; Weisz et al., 1984).
Western cultures, including the U.S., emphasize independence of the self from
others (e.g., Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Park et al., 2016). Individuals in these cultures
define themselves based on their internal attributes such as personal goals, desires, and
needs, and consequently, they are more motivated to influence other people to
accomplish their goals and needs. Consistent with this view, several cross-cultural studies
suggest that influence goals are more salient in Western cultures than in Asian cultures.
For example, when participants listed situations in which they tried to influence or adjust
to others, Americans were better able to recall situations in which they had influenced
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others than were Japanese (Morling et al., 2002). Similarly, primary control, defined as
efficacy to influence and change social environments to fit one’s needs, is emphasized
more in the U.S. than in Japan (Weisz et al., 1984). To influence others, one is expected
to articulate arguments in a clear and persuasive manner. The greater emphasis on
influence goals may then motivate individuals in Western cultures to use a direct form of
communication as it is likely to facilitate the goal of influencing others.
In contrast, East Asian cultures, such as Chinese, emphasize interdependence of
the self with others (Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Park et al., 2016). In cultures where
belonging to social groups and maintaining harmonious relationships are integral to the
sense of self, individuals are likely motivated to adjust their behaviors to fit with other
people’s needs and desires. Consistent with this view, compared to Americans, Japanese
were better able to recall situations in which they adjusted to others (Morling et al.,
2002). Likewise, social adjustment, also known as secondary control, is emphasized more
in Japan than in the U.S. (Weisz et al., 1984). Adjusting to others requires being attentive
to others’ needs and feelings, such as softening one’s tone or leaving space for others to
speak or act. Therefore, individuals in Asian cultures may be encouraged to communicate
in an indirect, ambiguous way, as this form of communication will facilitate the goal of
adjusting to social environments.
Romantic relationships are an important context in which to examine these two
interpersonal goals as potential mechanisms underlying cultural differences in direct vs.
indirect communication because, unlike organizational settings, romantic relationships
are characterized by high levels of acceptance, interdependence, and support, regardless
of culture (Clark & Mills, 2011). In intimate relationships, people might be generally
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motivated to adjust to the expectations of their partner. Insofar as adjustment is a more
salient motive than influence within romantic relationships regardless of culture, it might
be expected that cultural differences in direct or indirect communication would be
attenuated or even disappear, as both European Americans and Asians would prefer
indirect (vs. direct) communication. Contrary to this prediction, however, increasing
evidence suggests that influence is likely a more salient motive even within close
relationships in Western cultures (Simpson, Farrell, Orina, & Rothman, 2015). For
example, during a relationship problem-solving discussion, partners from Western
cultures emphasize the importance of the relationship in order to strategically influence
their partner to change and accommodate their needs (Orina, Wood, & Simpson, 2002).
Similarly, partners often use influence strategies such as rational reasoning to improve
relationship quality (Overall et al., 2009).
These findings suggest that individuals from Western cultures would prefer direct
(vs. indirect) communication more in their romantic relationships than those from Asian
cultures, insofar as influence (vs. adjustment) is a more salient motive guiding their
behaviors. The second goal of the present research was to test this prediction by
examining whether influence vs. adjustment goals would underlie the cultural differences
in communication styles. We predicted that having influence goals would motivate
European Americans to use more direct communication, whereas having adjustment
goals would motivate Chinese to use more indirect communication. Furthermore, as
influence and adjustment goals represent key aspects of independent and interdependent
self-construals, respectively, we further tested whether self-construals would mediate the
cultural difference in direct vs. indirect communication. We predicted that Chinese would
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be more interdependent (or less independent) than European Americans, which in turn,
would lead them to prefer more indirect (or less direct) communication.

3. Implications for Relationship Satisfaction: A Cultural-Fit Hypothesis
The final goal of the current research was to examine how direct or indirect
communication in romantic relationships contributes to relationship quality. We propose
that the extent to which direct or indirect communication is linked to better relationship
quality should vary across cultures depending on which form of communication is
encouraged within a given cultural context. This prediction is guided by recent advances
in relationship science highlighting the importance of contexts in shaping relationship
quality (Fincham & Beach, 2010). Accumulating evidence suggests that a seemingly
identical behavior can entail different relationship consequences depending on the
context in which people engage in this behavior (Clark & Lemay, 2010). Socioeconomic
status (SES), for example, has been identified as an important contextual variable that
could amplify or buffer the negative impact of risky factors, such as individuals’ stress
levels or poor mental health, on their relationship satisfaction. Even though having
experienced stressful life events is generally related to poor relationship satisfaction, this
association is stronger for low-SES individuals, compared to their more affluent
counterparts (Maisel & Karney, 2012).
In the present work, we examined culture as one such contextual variable that
may determine the extent to which direct or indirect communication is beneficial for
romantic relationship. We propose that there is not one “good” communication style that
is equally beneficial across cultures. Instead, engaging in culturally sanctioned modes of
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communication will be associated with better relationship functioning. Specifically, in
Western cultures where direct communication is normatively sanctioned, individuals will
be more satisfied with their relationship when their partner communicates in a direct way.
In contrast, in East Asian cultures where indirect communication is normatively
sanctioned, individuals will be more satisfied with their relationship when their partner
communicates in an indirect way.

4. Current Research
Four studies examined cultural differences in the directness of communication in
romantic relationships by comparing European Americans and Chinese. Studies 1 and 2
examined whether two cultural groups differ in preferences for direct and indirect
communication and the conditions (e.g., positive vs. negative situations) under which
such differences are more pronounced. Study 2 additionally tested whether cultural
differences reflect underlying goals to influence or adjust to one’s partner. Study 3 tested
interdependent (vs. dependent) self-construal as an underlying mechanism for indirect
(vs. direct) communication among European Americans. It also examined how indirect
(vs. direct) communication influences relationship satisfaction among European
Americans who vary in their levels of independence vs. interdependence. Finally, Study 4
examined how cultural differences in communication styles contribute to relationship
satisfaction between European Americans and Chinese, and further tested independent vs.
interdependent self-construal as a mediator of the effect of culture on preference for
direct vs. indirect communication and its subsequent effect on relationship satisfaction.
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Past research suggests that women and people who are older tend to hold a more
interdependent self-construal than men and young people (Cross & Madson, 1997;
Watkins, Mortazavi, Trofimova, 2000), which could potentially lead to downstream
differences in preferences for communication. Furthermore, how many times people have
been in a romantic relationship and their relationship status may affect their behaviors in
romantic relationships. Therefore, throughout the studies, we conducted analyses
controlling for people’s gender, age, relationship experience, and relationship status to
examine the unique influence of culture on communication styles in romantic
relationships.

B. Study 1
Study 1 examined whether European Americans and Chinese differ in the extent
to which they prefer direct or indirect communication in romantic relationships. The two
cultural groups read vignettes depicting positive and negative situations that could occur
in romantic relationships and indicated how they would respond in each situation. We
predicted that European Americans would opt to use direct communication more and
evaluate it more favorably, whereas Chinese would opt to use indirect communication
more and evaluate it more favorably. We further predicted that cultural differences would
be attenuated in negative (vs. positive) situations because discussing negative aspects of
one’s partner may be uncomfortable for both cultural groups, and therefore, even
European Americans would be less likely to desire direct communication in negative
situations.
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1. Method
a. Participants
One hundred and fifteen Chinese undergraduates at a Chinese university (52
males, 63 females, Mage = 22.30, SDage = 1.65) and 380 European American
undergraduates at a U.S. university (70 males, 310 females, Mage = 19.83, SDage = 1.16)
participated in this study. Chinese participants completed the study in compensation for a
6-yuan notebook while European Americans participated in the study as partial
fulfillment for course credit. 40.37% of Chinese participants and 47.11% of European
American participants were currently in a relationship at the time of participation.
Furthermore, 73.68% of Chinese and 88.16% of European Americans had been in a
romantic relationship before.

b. Procedure and Materials
Participants completed a booklet containing vignettes about hypothetical
interactions with a romantic partner. European Americans completed the booklet online
while Chinese completed the same booklet in a paper-and-pencil format during regular
class periods. All materials were originally created in English and translated into Chinese
by a bilingual Chinese and English speaker. Another bilingual speaker back-translated the
materials into English to ensure semantic equivalence across cultures.
Participants read seven vignettes describing hypothetical situations that could
occur in romantic relationships and indicated how they would respond in each situation.
The vignettes depicted two positive situations (e.g., expressing appreciation to your
partner’s kind behavior) and five negative situations (e.g., reminding your partner when
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they forgot your birthday). A sample vignette depicting a negative situation is, “Your
partner has developed a habit that you do not like, and you want to address the issue with
him (or her). How would you go about communicating?” (see Appendix A for all
vignettes).

i. Use of direct or indirect communication
After reading each vignette, participants were presented with two possible ways
through which they could respond to the situation, one involving direct communication
and the other involving indirect communication. In the above example, for instance,
participants read the following two response options, “Tell your partner your thoughts
and feelings as clearly as possible” (direct) and “Find opportunities to raise the topic
gently (e.g., use analogies, etc.), expecting your partner will get your point” (indirect).2
Participants then rated the extent to which they would use each communication style in
each situation using a 7-point scale (1 = not at all likely, 7 = very likely). Their ratings for
each response option were averaged separately for positive and negative situations, which
yielded four composite indices for each participant: engagement in (a) direct
communication in positive situations, (b) indirect communication in positive situations,
(c) direct communication in negative situations, and (d) indirect communication in
negative situations.
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ii. Manipulation Check
Subsequently, as a manipulation check, participants rated on a 7-point scale (1 =
not at all, 7 = extremely) the extent to which they thought each response option was a
direct response to the situation in each vignette.

iii. Evaluation of Direct and Indirect Communication
In addition, to explore whether the cultural groups differ in their evaluation of
direct and indirect communications, participants rated each response option in each
vignette regarding its (a) effectiveness, (b) appropriateness, (c) positive impact on the
relationship, and (d) negative impact on the relationship (reverse-scored), using a 7-point
scale (1 = not at all, 7 = extremely). We averaged across the four measures to form a
single index of evaluation, separately for positive and negative situations (αs ranged from
.80 to .85 for Chinese and from .80 to .88 for European Americans).

2. Results
a. Preliminary Analyses
We first tested whether the findings varied by participants’ gender, age,
relationship status, or relationship experience. There were main effects of gender on both
communication and evaluation ratings, F(1, 490) = 7.36, p = .007, η2𝑝 = .01, F(1, 486) =
4.59, p = .033, η2𝑝 = .01, respectively, indicating that regardless of the communication
type (direct or indirect), women endorsed greater communication use (M = 5.03, SD =
.59) and more favorable evaluation of it (M = 5.00, SD = .51) than did men (M = 4.94, SD
= .73 for communication use; M = 4.93, SD = .60 for evaluation). However, gender did
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not interact with culture and communication—the key predictors—to predict any of the
outcome variables in this study, Fs < 2.91, ps > .08, and furthermore, including gender in
the analyses as a covariate did not substantially alter our main findings. We thus report
the analyses without this variable.
Chinese were older than European Americans, t(149.93) = 15.00, p < .001. A
greater proportion of European Americans were in a relationship at the time of
participation compared to Chinese, χ2(1) = 14.27, p < .001. The two cultural groups did
not differ in their relationship experience, χ2(1) = 1.55, p = .213. Analyses controlling for
age, relationship status, or relationship experience yielded findings similar to those
reported without the covariates.
For the manipulation check items, participants rated the direct options as more
direct than the indirect options in positive and negative situations in both cultural groups,
Fs > 91.28, ps < .001, indicating that our manipulation was successful.

b. Use of Direct vs. Indirect Communication
We predicted that European Americans would use direct communication more
than Chinese, whereas Chinese would use indirect communication more than European
Americans. To test this prediction and to further examine whether the cultural difference
is modulated by the type of situations, we performed a 2 (Culture: China vs. US) x 2
(Communication: direct vs. indirect) x 2 (Situation: positive vs. negative) mixed analysis
of variance (ANOVA), with culture as a between-participants factor and communication
and situation as within-participant factors on participants’ reported levels of engagement
in each communication style. The main effects of culture, communication, and situation
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were significant, F(1, 493) > 9.60, ps < .002 (see Table 1 for full statistics). The two-way
interactions between culture and situation, culture and communication, as well as
communication and situation also were significant, F(1, 493) > 7.40, ps < .002.
Importantly, these effects were qualified by a significant three-way interaction, F(1, 493)
= 45.63, p < .001, η2𝑝 = .08, 90% Confidence Interval (CI) [.049, .126].
To understand the three-way interaction, we examined the Culture x
Communication interaction separately within the positive and negative situations. The
two-way interaction was significant in the positive situations, F(1, 493) = 176.16, p <
.001, η2𝑝 = .18. As predicted and as shown in Figure 1-A, European Americans preferred
to use direct communication more than Chinese, F(1, 493) = 71.13, p < .001, η2𝑝 = .10,
whereas Chinese preferred to use indirect communication more than European
Americans, F(1, 493) = 106.77, p < .001, η2𝑝 = .11. The two-way interaction was also
significant for the negative situations, F(1, 493) = 13.69, p < .001, η2𝑝 = .03. Similar to
the positive situations, Chinese endorsed indirect communication more than European
Americans when they imagined negative situations, F(1, 493) = 30.22, p < .001, η2𝑝 = .07.
However, the two cultural groups did not differ in their engagement in direct
communication, F(1, 493) = .30, p = .503 (see Figure 1-B). The absence of the cultural
difference in this condition was driven by the fact that European Americans endorsed
direct communication significantly less in the negative situations than in the positive
situations, F(1, 493) = 226.87, p < .001, η2𝑝 = .48. In contrast, the situation type did not
influence the use of direct communication among Chinese, F(1, 493) = 1.14, p = .287.
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c. Evaluation of Direct vs. Indirect Communication
We expected that European Americans would evaluate direct communication
more favorably, whereas Chinese would evaluate indirect communication more
favorably. Using the same analytic strategy described above, we performed a 2 Culture x
2 Communication x 2 Situation ANOVA on the evaluation index of each communication.
The test yielded main effects of communication and situation as well as two-way
interactions between culture and situation, culture and communication, and
communication and situation, F(1, 489) > 64.48, ps < .001 (see Table 1). Importantly, the
three-way interaction was also significant, F(1, 489) = 86.58, p < .001, η2𝑝 = .15, 90% CI
[.105, .198].
We decomposed the three-way interaction by testing the effects of culture and
communication separately for the positive and negative situations. The Culture x
Communication interaction was significant in the positive situations, F(1, 489) = 352.68,
p < .001, η2𝑝 = .26. As illustrated in Figure 1-C, European Americans evaluated direct
communication more favorably than Chinese, F(1, 489) = 314.54, p < .001, η2𝑝 = .19. In
contrast, this effect was completely reversed for Chinese; they evaluated indirect
communication more favorably than European Americans, F(1, 489) = 83.54, p < .001,
η2𝑝 = .06. Although the interaction was also significant in the negative situations, F(1,
489) = 34.02, p < .001, η2𝑝 = .06, the cultural difference was evident only in the
evaluation of indirect communication. Chinese evaluated indirect communication more
favorably than European Americans, F(1, 489) = 77.62, p < .001, η2𝑝 = .10, but the two
cultural groups did not differ in their evaluation of direct communication, F(1, 489) = .27,
p = .602 (see Figure 1-D). Consistent with the results for the use of direct and indirect
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communication, European Americans evaluated direct communication less favorably in
the negative situations than in the positive situations, F(1, 489) = 881.13, p < .001, η2𝑝 =
.65, whereas Chinese' evaluation ratings were not moderated by situation type, F(1, 489)
= 2.58, p = .109.
Post-hoc power analyses using G*Power indicated that our power for the Culture
x Communication x Situation interaction was 1.00 for the analyses on both use and
evaluation of direct vs. indirect communication, which is not only above the average
power of 0.35 in the field of psychology (Bakker, van Dijk, & Wicherts, 2012) but also
exceeds the recommended benchmark of 0.80 (Cohen, 1977).

3. Discussion
Two key findings emerged from this study. First, European Americans and
Chinese differed in their engagement in and evaluation of direct and indirect
communication in romantic relationships. European Americans showed a greater
preference for and more positive evaluation of direct communication than Chinese. In
contrast, these effects were completely reversed for Chinese; they showed a greater
preference for and more positive evaluation of indirect communication than European
Americans.
Importantly, the above cultural differences were more evident in positive than
negative situations. While Chinese preferred indirect communication more than European
Americans regardless of the valence of situations, the two groups did not differ in their
preference for direct communication in negative situations. This finding suggests that
even though being direct is a culturally sanctioned way of communication for European
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Americans, they may be reluctant to use it in certain contexts where doing so could
potentially pose a threat to their relationships by highlighting negative aspects of their
partner. We tested the robustness of this moderating effect in Study 2.

C. Study 2
Study 2 aimed to replicate and extend the Study 1 findings in two ways. First, we
tested the generality of the effects by examining whether two cultural groups differ in
indirectness of communication both as communicators (how indirect I am) and recipients
(how indirect I expect my partner to be). As in Study 1, we also examined
communication styles in both positively and negatively valenced situations. Second, we
tested how two interpersonal goals—influence and adjustment—motivate direct and
indirect communication for the two cultural groups. European American and Chinese
participants in Study 2 completed a newly developed measure of communication styles
and then answered two open-ended questions about why they would engage in direct and
indirect communications in their romantic relationships; these answers were coded for the
extent to which they reflected influence and adjustment goals. We predicted that Chinese,
compared to European Americans, would prefer to use indirect communication as
communicators and would also expect their partner to use indirect communication with
them as recipients. Furthermore, we predicted that influence goals would motivate
European Americans to opt to use direct communication, whereas adjustment goals
would motivate Chinese to opt to use indirect communication.
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1. Method
a. Participants
The sample included 115 Chinese students at a Chinese university (59 males, 56
females, Mage = 21.10, SDage = 3.82), who participated in the study in compensation for a
6-yuan notebook and 186 European American students at a U.S. university (40 males,
146 females, Mage = 19.98, SDage = 1.21), who completed in the study as partial
fulfillment for course credit. 28.95% of Chinese participants and 47.31% of European
American participants were currently in a relationship at the time of participation.
Furthermore, 65.22% of Chinese and 94.62% of European Americans had been in a
romantic relationship before.

b. Procedure and Materials
The study consisted of two parts. First, participants completed a self-report
measure, the Romantic Relationship Communication Scale (RRCS), which assessed
preferences for direct or indirect communication in romantic relationships both as a
communicator and a recipient. Second, to assess the extent to which their communication
styles are guided by influence and adjustment goals, participants next answered two
open-ended questions about why they use direct and indirect communications in their
romantic relationships, respectively. As in Study 1, European Americans completed the
questionnaires online while Chinese completed the same questionnaires in a paper-andpencil format during regular class periods. Questionnaires were originally created in
English, translated into Chinese, and back-translated by two independent bilingual
translators.
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i. Romantic Relationship Communication Styles
We developed the 22-item RRCS specifically for this research. Eleven items
assessed the extent to which people use indirect (vs. direct) communication as a
communicator in positive situations (5 items; e.g., “I tend to directly show my affection
for a romantic partner” [reverse-scored]) and negative situations (6 items; e.g., “I tend to
be indirect and subtle when conveying that I disagree with a romantic partner”). The
remaining 11 items assessed the extent to which people, as a recipient of conversation,
expect their romantic partner to use indirect or direct communication in positive
situations (5 items; e.g., “I believe that it is not necessary for my partner to express
appreciation to me directly and explicitly, such as by saying thank you”) and negative
situations (6 items; e.g., “I expect a romantic partner to communicate directly with me
about a conflict in our relationship” [reverse-scored]) (see Appendix B for the full scale).
All items were rated on a 7-point scale (1 = Does not describe my feelings/views at all, 7
= Describes my feelings/views very well). Several items were reverse-scored before
averaging such that a higher score reflected a greater preference for indirect (vs. direct)
communication (αs =.65 for Chinese and .89 for European Americans).
We averaged participants’ ratings from four subscales to create composite indices
of preference for indirect (vs. direct) communication (a) as a communicator in positive
situations, (b) as a recipient in positive situations, (c) as a communicator in negative
situations, and (d) as a recipient in negative situations.
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ii. Motivations for Direct and Indirect Communication
After completing the RRCS, participants answered two questions to assess their
motivations guiding direct and indirect communication. Specifically, they provided
reasons for why they use direct communication (“On occasions when I directly and
straightforwardly communicate with my romantic partner, I generally do so because…”)
and indirect communication (“On occasions when I indirectly and subtly communicate
with my romantic partner, I generally do so because…”). Chinese participants’ responses
were translated into English by a Chinese-English bilingual, and then back-translated by
another bilingual.
Three trained coders independently coded the responses on the dimensions of
influence and adjustment, respectively.3 Specifically, they read each response and rated
whether the participant expressed influence or adjustment motivations in their response
using a binary coding system (0 = no, 1 = yes). The coders were blind to the type of
prompts and the participant’s cultural background. Influence goals were defined as the
motivation to influence and change one’s partner or the relationship to meet one’s needs
and desires (e.g., “I want them to understand what I am telling them.”). Adjustment goals
were defined as individuals’ tendency to adjust their behaviors or responses to fulfill the
needs and desires of their partner (e.g., “I do not want to pressure them into anything they
may not want to do.”).
Because participants generated two responses (one for direct communication and
the other for indirect communication) and each response was coded on two dimensions
(influence and adjustment), four coding responses were generated for each participant: (a)
direct communication motivated by influence goals, (b) direct communication motivated
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by adjustment goals, (c) indirect communication motivated by influence goals, and (d)
indirect communication motivated by adjustment goals (Kappas = 1.00 for Chinese and
ranged from .84 to 1.00 for European Americans).

2. Results
a. Preliminary Analyses
We first examined whether findings varied by gender, age, relationship status, or
relationship experience. Men used indirect communication more (M = 3.32, SD = .74)
than women (M = 2.76, SD = .86), F(1, 297) = 10.38, p = .001, η2𝑝 = .03. However,
because gender did not interact with culture to predict communication styles, F(1, 297) =
2.91, p = .095, analyses are reported without this variable. Chinese were older than
European Americans, t(126.96) = 3.02, p = .003. A greater proportion of European
Americans were in a relationship at the time of participation and had been in a
relationship in the past compared to Chinese, χ2(1) = 9.91, p = .002, χ2(1) = 44.36, p <
.001, respectively. When all data were reanalyzed controlling for age, relationship status,
or relationship experience, findings were parallel to those without the covariates. For
simplicity, analyses excluding the covariates are reported here.

i. Use of Indirect (vs. Direct) Communication
To test whether two cultural groups differed in their use of indirect (vs. direct)
communication, we performed a 2 (Culture: China vs. US) x 2 (Situation: positive vs.
negative) x 2 (Role: communicator vs. recipient) mixed ANOVA, with culture as a
between-participants factor and situation and role as within-participants factors. This
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analysis yielded main effects of culture, situation, and role. In addition, there were twoway interaction effects of culture and situation as well as situation and role, Fs > 15.96,
ps < .001 (see Table 2 for full statistics).
Importantly, the three-way interaction among culture, situation, and role was
significant, F(1, 300) = 6.96, p = .009, η2𝑝 = .02, 90% CI [.003, .058]. We decomposed
this interaction by examining the effects of culture and situation separately for
communicators and recipients. The Culture x Situation interaction was significant for
communicators, F(1, 300) = 27.88, p < .001, η2𝑝 = .06. Conceptually replicating Study 1,
Chinese reported that they communicate with their romantic partner in a more indirect
way than European Americans in positive situations, F(1, 300) = 249.70, p < .001, η2𝑝 =
.25. A similar, but weaker pattern of cultural difference was observed in negative
situations, F(1, 300) = 69.45, p < .001, η2𝑝 = .08 (see Figure 2-A). In contrast, the Culture
x Situation interaction was not significant for recipients, F(1, 300) = 2.40, p = .123.
Instead, there was a main effect of culture, indicating that Chinese expected their
romantic partners to communicate more indirectly with them than did European
Americans regardless of the situation type, F(1, 300) = 402.77, p < .001, η2𝑝 = .33 (see
Figure 2-B). A post-hoc power analysis indicated that our power for detecting the Culture
x Situation x Role interaction on indirect communication was 1.00.

ii. Motivations for Direct vs. Indirect Communication
To test the idea that Chinese and European Americans were motivated differently
by two interpersonal goals, we first conducted two separate chi-square analyses with
culture as a predictor of the frequency counts of the responses coded as influence or
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adjustment for direct communication, respectively. As predicted, European Americans
listed influence as a reason for their engagement in direct communication (29.19%) more
than did Chinese (7.41%), χ2(1) = 15.30, p < .001, suggesting that compared to Chinese,
European Americans use direct communication more as a strategy to influence their
partner. The cultural groups did not differ in the proportion of adjustment reasons (2.47%
for Chinese and 5.41% for European Americans), χ2(1) = 1.13, p = .288.
We next conducted a parallel set of chi-square analyses for indirect
communication and found that the reference to adjustment was significantly higher for
Chinese (34.67%) than for European Americans (16.94%), χ2(1) = 9.71, p = .002. Thus,
compared to European Americans, Chinese were more likely to use indirect
communication to adjust to their partner. In addition, European Americans indicated that
influence goals motivated their use of indirect communication (25.54%) more than did
Chinese (4.00%), χ2 (1) = 15.87, p < .001, thereby suggesting that influence is a salient
motive driving both direct and indirect communications for European Americans.

3. Discussion
Study 2 replicated and extended Study 1 in three ways. First, we found that
compared to European Americans, Chinese not only preferred to use more indirect (vs.
direct) communication as a communicator but also expected, as a recipient, their partner
to use the same style of communication, suggesting that cultural differences generalize
across different conversational roles during communication.
Second, conceptually replicating Study 1, we found that the cultural difference in
indirect communication was more pronounced in positive than negative situations. As
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shown in Study 1, this moderation effect reflected that European Americans showed a
decreased preference for direct communication when the topic was negative (vs.
positive). Importantly, this effect was evident only for communicators. European
Americans, as a recipient, expected their partner to use more direct communication than
Chinese, regardless of valence of the situation. This finding suggests that although
conveying negative thoughts or feelings to a romantic partner in a direct way could be
threatening to relationships, such a threat might be more salient from the perspective of
communicators than of recipients.
Third, Study 2 provided initial evidence for why cultural groups differ in their
engagement in direct vs. indirect communication by examining two interpersonal goals
that are hypothesized to motivate different communication styles across cultures.
Consistent with our prediction that direct communication facilitates the goal of
influencing others in Western cultures, influence goals motivated direct communication
more for European Americans than Chinese. In contrast and consistent with our
prediction that indirect communication will help individuals accommodate others’ needs
and desires in East Asian cultures, adjustment goals motivated indirect communication
more for Chinese than European Americans. Interestingly, European Americans indicated
that they were more motivated by influence goals than Chinese even when engaging in
indirect communication. This finding suggests that two contrasting motives may drive
indirect communication for Chinese and European Americans; the use of indirect
communication may reflect a concern for the partner’s well-being among Chinese
whereas it may serve as a means to satisfy one’s desires and goals among European
Americans. This finding is also consistent with prior evidence suggesting that individuals
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often use both direct and indirect strategies to exert an influence over their partner in
Western cultures (Falbo & Peplau, 1980; Overall et al., 2009).

D. Study 3
Study 1 and 2 established cultural differences in preference for direct vs. indirect
communication between European Americans and Chinese. It is important to recognize
that individuals within the same culture, however, may also pursue different
communication styles depending on their social orientation. Therefore, the first aim of
Study 3 was to examine individual differences in the use of indirect (vs. direct)
communication in the U.S. and test independent vs. interdependent self-construal as a
potential mechanism underlying these individual differences. Study 2 provided initial
evidence that influence motives underlie direct communication among European
Americans, whereas adjustment motives underlie indirect communication among
Chinese. Given that these two interpersonal goals are cornerstones of independence and
interdependence, respectively (Moring et al., 2002), we expected that European
Americans’ greater preference for indirect (vs. direct) communication would be
positively correlated with their endorsement of interdependent (vs. independent) selfconstrual (Singelis, 1994).
Next, Study 3 began to explore whether indirect communication was differentially
linked to romantic relationship quality for people with different social orientation. We
predicted that indirect communication would be negatively associated with relationship
satisfaction for European Americans who had a more independent self-construal, whereas
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indirect communication would be positively associated with relationship satisfaction for
European Americans who had a more interdependent self-construal.

1. Method
a. Participants
The sample included 117 European American students at a U.S. university (16
males, 101 females; Mage = 20.33, SDage = 1.24). 58.12% of participants were currently in
a relationship at the time of participation.

b. Procedure and Materials
Participants completed the measures of self-construal, communication styles, and
romantic relationship quality (for those who were in a relationship). They completed the
questionnaire online as partial fulfillment for course credit.

i. Self-construal
Participants completed the 24-item Singelis self-construal scale (Singelis, 1994)
using a 7-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree), which yielded separate
scores for independence ( = .72, M = 4.75, SD = .64) and interdependence ( = .71, M =
4.67, SD = .61). Following previous research (Kitayama, Park, Sevincer, Karasawa, &
Uskul, 2009; Na & Kitayama, 2011; Park & Kitayama, 2014), we subtracted each
participant’s independence score from his or her interdependence score to yield a single
index of interdependent (vs. independent) self-construal (M = -.07, SD = .90). A higher
number on this index indicates greater interdependence (and less independence).
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ii. Romantic Relationship Communication Styles
Participants completed an abbreviated version of the RRCS (used in Study 2) to
assess their preference for indirect (vs. direct) communication. To reduce participant
burden and item redundancy, we chose 16 items from the RRCS that yielded the highest
item-total correlations. Eight items assessed the extent to which people use indirect
communication as a communicator in positive (4 items) and negative (4 items) situations
and the remaining 8 items assessed the extent to which people expect their partner to use
indirect communication in positive (4 items) and negative (4 items) situations.4 Since the
subscales were all significantly positively correlated (ranged from .28 to .66), we created
a composite index of indirect communication across different situations by averaging the
16 items (α = .82, M = 2.51, SD = .71).

iii. Romantic Relationship Quality
Finally, participants who were in a romantic relationship at the time of their
participation (n = 68) reported their current relationship quality using a 7-point scale (1 =
Not at all, 7 = Extremely) based on the Perceived Relationship Quality Component
(Fletcher, Simpson, & Thomas, 2000). As recommended by the authors, we selected six
items that best represent each of the six relationship quality components: satisfaction,
commitment, intimacy, trust, passion, and love (Fletcher et al., 2000). We averaged the
six items to create a global index of perceived relationship quality (α = .77, M = 6.34, SD
= .58).
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2. Results
a. Preliminary Analyses
We first examined whether the findings varied by gender or age. There was no
main effect of gender, F(1, 67) = .15, p = .700.5 Age was positively associated with
relationship quality, such that people who were older experienced greater relationship
quality, F(1, 66) = 5.92, p = .018. Controlling for age or gender did not alter the findings;
therefore, we report the analyses without these covariates.

b. Associations between Self-Construal and Indirect Communication
Interdependent (vs. independent) self-construal was positively linked to indirect
communication, r = .31, p < .001. Consistent with our hypothesis, European Americans
who had a more interdependent self-construal also preferred more indirect
communication with their romantic partner in the relationship than their independent
counterparts.

c. Romantic Relationship Quality
We predicted that indirect communication would be negatively associated with
relationship quality for European Americans with a more independent self-construal, but
this association would be reversed for those with a more interdependent self-construal.
We tested this prediction among participants who were in a romantic relationship at the
time of study participation by regressing their perceived relationship quality on their
levels of indirect communication, interdependent (vs. independent) self-construal, and the
interaction between the two. There was a main effect of indirect communication, F(1, 64)
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= 11.43, p = .001, η2𝑝 = .15, 90% CI [.039, .275]. In general, people who use more
indirect communication with their romantic partners feel less satisfied in the relationship.
This relationship tended to be larger among those with a more independent self-construal
(1 SD below the mean), b = -.31, t = -3.28, p = .002, than those with a more
interdependent self-construal (1 SD above the mean), b = -.14, t = -1.67, p = .101 (see
Figure 3), although the two-way interaction between indirect communication and
interdependence (vs. independence) did not reach statistical significance, F(1, 64) = 1.93,
p = .170, η2𝑝 = .03, 90% CI [.000, .120].

3. Discussion
Consistent with our hypothesis, Study 3 demonstrated that interdependent selfconstrual predicted preference for indirect communication in romantic relationships
among European Americans. Furthermore, the overall negative association between
indirect communication and relationship satisfaction is in line with our prediction that the
use of indirect communication may be maladaptive for relationship functioning among
European Americans, who are generally high in the endorsement of independent selfconstrual. Even more interdependent European Americans may still be more independent
than East Asians, therefore, it makes sense that the negative link between indirect
communication and relationship satisfaction was only reduced and disappeared, rather
than reversed for these individuals. We revisited this weak interaction between indirect
communication and social orientation in Study 4 by comparing two cultural groups (i.e.,
Chinese vs. European Americans) that have long been identified to differ greatly on the
dimension of independence vs. interdependence in their associations of indirect
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communication and relationship satisfaction. Furthermore, a post-hoc power analysis
indicated that our power for detecting the Self-construal x Indirect communication
interaction on relationship quality was .29, indicating that we may not have had enough
power to detect the effect if it were there. We addressed this issue in Study 4 by including
a much bigger sample.

E. Study 4
The first aim of Study 4 was to examine whether individuals using a culturally
preferred communication style (direct for European Americans, indirect for Chinese)
would anticipate more satisfaction in their romantic relationships. Study 3 found
preliminary evidence among European Americans who endorsed different levels of
independence vs. interdependence. Study 4 aimed to directly test the hypothesis among
Chinese and European Americans—the two cultural groups that were demonstrated to
differ vastly on independence vs. interdependence. The two cultural groups first reported
on their self-construals and communication styles. Then, they read two hypothetical
vignettes depicting situations in romantic relationships and rated how satisfied they
would be in each situation when their partner communicated directly or indirectly. We
predicted that European Americans would anticipate more satisfaction in their
relationships when their romantic partner communicates in a direct way whereas Chinese
would anticipate more satisfaction in their relationships when their partner communicates
in an indirect way.
The second aim was to examine independent vs. interdependent self-construal as a
mediating mechanism underlying the cultural difference in communication styles and
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relationship satisfaction. We tested this prediction by examining participants’ selfconstrual as a mediator of the effect of culture on indirect (vs. direct) communication and
its subsequent impact on relationship satisfaction. We predicted that because Chinese are
more interdependent (or less independent) than European Americans, Chinese would
prefer indirect (vs. direct) communication more, and consequently, they would expect
more satisfaction when their partner communicated indirectly (vs. directly).

1. Method
a. Participants
The sample included 228 Chinese students at a Chinese university (73 males, 155
females, Mage = 21.35, SDage = 2.01) and 178 European American students at a U.S.
university (24 males, 153 females, 1 unidentified; Mage = 19.99, SDage = 1.46). 24.03% of
Chinese participants and 44.94% of European American participants were currently in a
relationship at the time of participation. Furthermore, 52.65% of Chinese and 91.01% of
European Americans had been in a romantic relationship before.

b. Procedure and Materials
Participants first completed the measures of self-construal and communication
styles. They then read vignettes describing hypothetical situations in relationships in
which their partner communicated directly or indirectly with them, and rated their
anticipated levels of relationship satisfaction in each situation. As in Studies 1 and 2,
European Americans completed the questionnaire online as partial fulfillment for course
credit while Chinese completed the same questionnaire in a paper-and-pencil format
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during regular class periods. Questionnaires were originally created in English. They
were translated into Chinese and back-translated by two independent bilingual speakers.

i. Self-construal
Participants completed the same Singelis SCS scale used in Study 3 to assess
independence (Chinese:  = .64, M = 4.61, SD = .64; European Americans:  = .75, M =
4.81, SD = .68) and interdependence (Chinese:  = .68, M = 4.76, SD = .61; European
Americans:  = .71, M = 4.69, SD = .62). We subtracted each participant’s independence
score from his or her interdependence score to yield a single index of interdependent (vs.
independent) self-construal (Chinese: M = .15, SD = .72; European Americans: M = -.12,
SD = .99). A higher number on this index indicates greater interdependence (and less
independence).

ii. Romantic Relationship Communication Styles
Participants next completed the same 16-item RRCS used in Study 3 to assess
their preference for indirect (vs. direct) communication (αs = .74 for Chinese and .89 for
European Americans).

iii. Anticipated Relationship Satisfaction
Next, participants read two vignettes depicting hypothetical situations in romantic
relationships and were asked to imagine themselves in each situation. One vignette
described a positive situation (i.e., your partner wants to express appreciation to your
kind behavior) and the other vignette described a negative situation (i.e., your partner
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wants to talk to you about your habit that she or he does not like). For example, the
positive vignette was worded as follows (see Appendix C for the negative vignette):
Your partner was sick last week and you spent a lot of time taking care of
him/her. You did not tell your partner that you gave up a meeting with a client in
order to spend more time with him/her, but your partner accidentally found out.
After reading each vignette, participants were presented with two possible ways
through which their partner could respond to each situation, one involving direct
communication and the other involving indirect communication. In the above example,
for instance, participants received two options regarding how the partner might express
appreciation: “Directly telling you how thankful he/she is about what you did for
him/her” (direct), and “Expressing his/her appreciation indirectly through subtle kind
gestures and behaviors without explicitly acknowledging what you did for him/her”
(indirect).6
After reading each vignette, participants rated on a 7-point scale (1 = Not at all, 7
= Very much) the extent to which they would feel (a) accepted, (b) connected, (c)
understood, (d) cared for, (e) supported, (f) satisfied, and (g) happy, if their partner chose
a direct or an indirect option in the given situation. We created a composite index of
relationship satisfaction for each response type (direct and indirect) separately for the
positive and negative vignettes. This procedure yielded four composite indices for each
participant’s anticipated relationship satisfaction when their partner used: (a) direct
communication in the positive situation, (b) indirect communication in the positive
situation, (c) direct communication in the negative situation, and (d) indirect
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communication in the negative situation (αs ranged from .93 to .95 for Chinese and from
.94 to .97 for European Americans).

2. Results
a. Preliminary Analyses
We first examined whether the findings varied by gender, age, relationship status,
or relationship experience. There was no main effect of gender, F(1, 386) = 2.98, p =
.085, and gender did not interact with culture in predicting relationship satisfaction, F(1,
386) = .71, p = .399. Thus, we report the analyses without this variable. Chinese were
older than European Americans, t(401.36) = 7.85, p < .001. A greater proportion of
European Americans were in a relationship at the time of participation and had been in a
relationship in the past compared to Chinese, χ2(1) = 19.93, p < .001, χ2(1) = 69.18, p <
.001, respectively. Controlling for age, relationship status, or relationship experience
produced findings parallel to those reported below.

b. Anticipated Relationship Satisfaction
We expected that participants would anticipate more satisfaction with their
relationships when they imagined that their partner used a culturally preferred
communication style. To test this prediction and further explore whether this cultural
difference is moderated by situation type, we performed a 2 (Culture: China vs. US) x 2
(Communication: direct vs. indirect) x 2 (Situation: positive vs. negative) mixed ANOVA
with culture as a between-participants factor and communication and situation as withinparticipants factors on anticipated relationship satisfaction. There were main effects of
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culture, communication, and situation. In addition, all two-way interactions were
significant, Fs > 10.00, ps < .002 (see Table 3 for full statistics). Importantly, these
effects were qualified by a significant three-way interaction, F(1, 390) = 4.55, p = .034,
η2𝑝 = .01, 90% CI [.001, .035].
When we examined the effects of culture and communication separately for each
situation type, the Culture x Communication interaction was significant in the positive
situation, F(1, 390) = 201.95, p < .001, η2𝑝 = .33 (see Figure 4-A). As predicted, Chinese
anticipated that they would be more satisfied when their partner expressed their
appreciation in a more indirect way, F(1, 390) = 4.12, p = .043, η2𝑝 = .03. This pattern
was completely reversed for European Americans; they expected that they would be more
satisfied when their partner directly expressed their appreciation, F(1, 390) = 298.89, p <
.001, η2𝑝 = .51. The Culture x Communication interaction was also significant in the
negative situation, although the magnitude of this effect was smaller, F(1, 390) = 124.77,
p < .001, η2𝑝 = .21 (see Figure 4-B). Parallel to the findings in the positive situations,
Chinese anticipated that they would be more satisfied when their partner communicated
more indirectly in the negative situation, F(1, 390) = 10.09, p = .002, η2𝑝 = .06, whereas
European Americans anticipated that they would be more satisfied when their partner
communicated more directly, F(1, 390) = 149.33, p < .001, η2𝑝 = .31. A post-hoc power
analysis indicated that our power for the Culture x Communication x Situation interaction
was .98.

41

c. Self-Construal as a Mediating Mechanism
Next, we tested the prediction that interdependent (vs. independent) self-construal
would mediate the effect of culture on the preference for indirect (vs. direct)
communication and its subsequent effect on anticipated relationship satisfaction by
performing a path analysis among the four variables (i.e., culture [0 = European
Americans, 1 = Chinese]  interdependent vs. independent self-construal  indirect vs.
direct communication  anticipated relationship satisfaction). Because anticipated
relationship satisfaction was assessed twice, once for direct communication and once for
indirect communication, we created a composite index by subtracting the anticipated
relationship satisfaction scores in the direct communication condition from the
corresponding scores in the indirect communication condition. Thus, higher numbers
indicate that individuals expected to experience higher levels of relationship satisfaction
if their partner communicated indirectly than directly (Chinese: M = .22, SD = .75;
European Americans: M = -1.38, SD = 1.22). Because the situation type (positive and
negative) did not moderate the results of the path analysis, we collapsed these conditions.
The path model provided a good fit to the data (see Figure 5): absolute fit index
χ2(1) = 1.48, p = .224, comparative fit index (CFI) = 1.00, normed fit index (NFI) = 1.00,
root-mean-square error of approximation (RMSEA) = .03. Culture was a significant
predictor of interdependent (vs. independent) self-construal, b = .26, SE = .08, p = .002;
Chinese were more interdependent (and less independent) than European Americans.
Interdependent (vs. independent) self-construal, in turn, predicted a greater preference for
indirect (vs. direct) communication, b = .24, SE = .04, p < .001, suggesting that the more
interdependent individuals were, the greater preference they showed for indirect
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communication. The enhanced preference for indirect communication, in turn, led to
greater satisfaction from the partner’s indirect (vs. direct) communication, b = .40, SE =
.07, p < .001; that is, the more participants preferred indirect communication in romantic
relationships, the more satisfied they expected they would be with their relationship when
their partner communicated indirectly. A subsequent mediational analysis with 5,000
bootstrap samples confirmed that the mediated path from culture to relationship
satisfaction through the link from interdependent self-construal to indirect
communication was statistically significant, b = .02, SEb = .01, 95% CI [.008, .052].

3. Discussion
Study 4 examined the implications of two communication styles for anticipated
relationship satisfaction. For both cultural groups, individuals anticipated higher levels of
relationship satisfaction when they imagined their partner using a culturally preferred
communication style, thereby supporting the cultural-fit hypothesis that the congruence
between cultural contexts and communication styles is important in shaping relationship
satisfaction.
Study 4 also tested the hypothesis that interdependent (vs. independent) selfconstrual would mediate the cultural difference in indirect (vs. direct) communication and
relationship satisfaction. Supporting this prediction, our path analysis showed that
compared to European Americans, Chinese were more interdependent, and because of
this cultural difference, Chinese preferred indirect communication more, and accordingly,
they expected higher levels of relationship satisfaction when they imagined their partner
using indirect communication.
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F. General Discussion
Does culture shape communication styles in romantic relationships? We
conducted four studies to address this question by comparing European Americans and
Chinese. Studies 1 and 2 showed that two cultural groups differed in the extent to which
they preferred direct vs. indirect communication in their romantic relationships. Chinese
favored indirect communication and expected their partner to use this style of
communication with them more, whereas European Americans favored direct
communication and expected their partner to use this mode of communication with them
more. These studies further demonstrated that the cultural difference was more
pronounced in positive than negative situations because European Americans were less
direct when communicating negative (vs. positive) information. This finding suggests
that, despite overall cultural differences in communication strategies, some situations
may demand more indirect communication regardless of culture. In particular, discussing
negative aspects of one’s partner could pose a threat to the relationship, and therefore,
even European Americans may prefer indirect communication to mitigate the potential
threat of harming their partner.
Study 2 further examined whether influence and adjustment goals, the
cornerstones of culturally scripted tasks of independence and interdependence (Morling
et al., 2002), differentially drive the use of direct and indirect communication for two
cultural groups. In support of our prediction, influence goals motivated direct
communication for European Americans, whereas adjustment goals motivated indirect
communication for Chinese. In addition, another interesting cultural difference emerged.
European Americans listed influence as a more salient motive driving their indirect
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communication than did Chinese, suggesting that European Americans may use both
direct and indirect communications to achieve their goals of influencing their partner (see
also Falbo & Peplau, 1980; Overall et al., 2009).
Study 3 provides initial evidence supporting the view that one’s preference for
direct or indirect communication is significantly shaped by his or her level of
independence vs. interdependence. By testing European Americans, we found that those
with interdependent self-construal preferred indirect communication in romantic
relationships more than those with independent self-construal. Furthermore, Study 3
provided preliminary evidence for the cultural-fit hypothesis by showing that indirect
communication was negatively associated with relationship satisfaction only for
European Americans with an independent self-construal, not those with an
interdependent self-construal.
Study 4 provided further supporting evidence for the cultural-fit hypothesis of
communication. Both Chinese and European Americans anticipated greater relationship
satisfaction when they imagined that their romantic partner communicated in the
culturally preferred way. Furthermore, Study 3 tested interdependent (vs. independent)
self-construal as a mediator of the effect of culture on communication and relationship
satisfaction. In line with our prediction, we found that Chinese endorsed an
interdependent (vs. independent) self-construal more than did European Americans, and
as a consequence, they showed a greater preference for indirect communication, and
subsequently anticipated greater satisfaction when they imagined their partner
communicating more indirectly with them. Taken together, these findings are consistent
with increasing evidence highlighting the importance of considering both the
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characteristics of the person and the attributes of the socio-cultural environments in
studying well-functioning relationships (Pietromonaco & Beck, 2015; Pietromonaco &
Collins, 2016).
This research extends past work on communication and romantic relationships in
two important ways. First, although evidence in the communication literature has
suggested the existence of cultural differences in direct vs. indirect communication in
general, this question has received little attention within the field of romantic
relationships. One exception is recent work examining cultural differences in direct vs.
indirect communication in the context of expressing appreciation, which focused
primarily on the dimension of verbal vs. nonverbal communication (Bello et al., 2010).
Our work broadens the scope of how communication styles are studied in romantic
relationships and introduces one communication dimension (i.e., direct vs. indirect) that
may have unique implications for relationship outcomes in different cultural contexts.
Furthermore, this work demonstrates the significance of examining cultural
differences in communication in romantic relationships by showing how the fit between
culture and communication may shape downstream romantic relationship satisfaction. By
integrating research on culture and relationship science, it advanced a novel theoretical
model pinpointing the conditions under which certain communication patterns may have
a beneficial impact on relationship functioning. Furthermore, our findings have important
implications for developing couple-based interventions that are sensitive to cultural
norms and preferences. Because communication strategies that function well in one
culture may not be optimal in another culture, understanding and equipping couples with
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appropriate communication skills according to their cultural background would be an
important first step toward a successful intervention.
Several limitations of the current work should be noted. First, although a strength
of the present work is the inclusion of two cross-cultural groups, recruiting samples from
both cultures limited the methods available to us. For this reason, we assessed
individuals’ communication styles and anticipated satisfaction in hypothetical
relationships (even though Study 3 examined actual relationship satisfaction, it only
focused on European American sample), but it will be important to extend this work by
examining cultural differences in actual romantic relationships. Second, although our
findings demonstrate that people anticipate greater satisfaction when their partner uses
culturally congruent (vs. incongruent) communication styles, it will be important to
determine whether culturally congruent communication styles enhance satisfaction, or
whether culturally incongruent communication styles lower satisfaction, or both. Finally,
in examining interpersonal goals, we focused on influence vs. adjustment as motivations
for engaging in direct vs. indirect communication. However, we acknowledge that
individuals from different cultures may be motivated by a variety of other factors that
lead them to engage in different communication styles, and further work is needed to
identify other motivational mechanisms that may underlie this cultural variation.

1. Conclusion
The current work represents the first investigation of cultural differences in direct
vs. indirect communication in romantic relationships, underlying motivations, and
potential consequences for relationship satisfaction. Our findings highlight the
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importance of considering the fit between cultural values and communication styles for
understanding and improving romantic relationship functioning. By integrating culture
into the study of close relationship processes, our work suggests that specifying the
processes that contribute to healthy romantic relationships will require a broader
understanding of what is and what is not meaningful in a given culture.
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CHAPTER III
CULTURAL DIFFERENCES IN INTERPERSONAL HEDONIC EMOTION
REGULATION IN ROMANTIC RELATIONSHIPS

A. Introduction
When good and bad things happen in life, people often go to their romantic
partners for support. How partners respond in those moments of joy or distress has
tremendous impact on people’s individual and relational well-being (Gable & Reis, 2010;
Pietromonaco & Beck, 2015). Growing evidence suggests that people experience better
emotional and relationship well-being when romantic partners help them sustain their
happiness in moments of joy and calm them down in moments of distress (e.g., Collins &
Feeney, 2000; Gable et al., 2004; Lambert et al., 2012; Rholes, Simpson, & Orina, 1999).
Much of this evidence, however, comes from Western cultures and populations. This
focus on the up-regulation of positive emotions and down-regulation of negative
emotions, called herein “hedonic emotion regulation” (Miyamoto & Ma, 2011), may not
be generalizable to cultures outside of the Western contexts, because people from
different cultures hold divergent lay theories of emotions (for a review, see Miyamoto &
Ma, 2017; Spencer-Rogers et al., 2010). We argue that this study of how romantic
partners help each other regulate emotions from a Western perspective may be less
applicable to the study of emotion regulation behaviors among romantic partners from
other cultural contexts, such as East Asian cultures.
Specifically, the present research aims to investigate three questions regarding
cultural variations in emotion regulation in romantic relationships: (a) whether European
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Americans and East Asians differ in the extent to which they help their partner regulate
positive and negative emotions hedonically, (b) what factors may account for this cultural
variation, and (c) what implications of this cultural difference in emotion regulation
practices may have for individual and relationship well-being. Although cultural research
on this topic has been sparse in romantic relationships, studies on intrapersonal emotion
regulation have laid a strong foundation for the present work.

1. Cultural Differences in Intrapersonal Hedonic Emotion Regulation
For the past several decades, a fundamental assumption in the emotion literature
has been that people generally want to feel good (Larsen, 2000). When encountering
positive and negative situations, people often try to up-regulate or maintain their positive
emotions and down-regulate their negative emotions. More recent work, however,
suggests that a hedonic perspective on emotion regulation overlooks psychosocial and
situational factors that might motivate people to use contrahedonic regulatory strategies,
for example, by dampening positive emotions and maintaining negative emotions (e.g.,
Wood, Heimpel, & Michela, 2003; Wood, Heimpel, Manwell, & Whittington, 2009; for a
review, see Tamir & Bigman, 2014). For example, people are motivated to feel angry in a
confrontational negotiation because they expect anger to be useful in this situation (Tamir
& Ford, 2012; Tamir, Ford, & Gilliam, 2013).
More recently, culture has been identified as a critical environmental factor that
shapes individuals’ habitual usage of hedonic emotion regulation strategies (Miyamoto &
Ma, 2011; Miyamoto et al., 2014). In one study, participants were asked to recall a
personal successful event and report the extent to which they engage in hedonic emotion
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regulation (i.e., savor rather than dampen positive emotions) in response to the event
(Miyamoto & Ma, 2011). It was found that East Asians reported less hedonic regulation
of positive emotions (i.e., dampening positive emotions more) than European Americans
(Miyamoto & Ma, 2011). This cultural difference in intrapersonal hedonic regulation of
positive emotions was later replicated in the context of regulating negative emotions
(Miyamoto et al., 2014). After failing a test, Asians regulated their emotions less
hedonically (i.e., upregulating positive emotions less and downregulating negative
emotions less) than European Americans (Miyamoto et al., 2014). Because people’s
beliefs about what constitutes optimal emotional states influence their emotion regulatory
strategies (Larsen, 2000), it has been hypothesized that cultural variations in dialectical
beliefs about positive and negative emotions account for the cultural differences in
hedonic emotion regulation (Miyamoto & Ma, 2011; Miyamoto et al., 2014).

2. Cultural Differences in Dialectical Beliefs about Positive and Negative Emotions
Throughout history, Western and Eastern philosophical and cultural traditions
have highlighted divergent perspectives on the dynamics between positive and negative
emotions. Many Western philosophers, such as Hobbes and Bentham, argued that the
goal of life is to maximize pleasure and minimize pain (Ryan & Deci, 2001). This
hedonic perspective is reflected in people’s emotional experiences and regulation, such
that compared to Easterners, Westerners value positive emotions more favorably and
strive to maintain these positive states, whereas they value negative emotions more
undesirably and are motivated to decrease these negative states (Eid & Diener, 2001;
Bastian, Kuppens, Hornsey, & Uchida, 2011; Isen, 2000; Larsen, 2000).
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Eastern philosophical tradition, however, cultivates a cognitive tendency for
dialectical thinking. One fundamental principle of dialectical thinking characterizes the
belief that everything is constantly changing (e.g., good can turn into bad, bad will
become good), and therefore, the reality is full of contradictions (Peng & Nisbett, 1999).
The dialectical way to deal with contradictions is to tolerate them and recognize that
opposing states can coexist (Peng & Nisbett, 1999). For example, the principle of yin and
yang, which is deeply rooted in both Taoism and Confucianism, portrays the dynamics of
how seemingly opposing forces, such as light and darkness, positives and negatives, can
complement each other and coexist in harmony. This culturally dominant thinking style
may shape East Asian’s beliefs about emotions as well. For example, a dialectical view of
positive emotions would argue that even though feeling good is a positive thing, feeling
too good may lead people to be careless and result in mistakes down the line. Similarly, a
dialectical view of negative emotions would argue that feeling bad after a failure is a
negative event, but the bad feelings might serve the function of motivating people to
improve more after the failure.
Supporting these arguments, dialectical beliefs about emotions were shown to
mediate the cultural differences in experience and regulation of positive and negative
emotions (Miyamoto & Ma, 2011; Miyamoto et al., 2014; Spencer-Rodgers, Peng, &
Wang, 2010). For example, compared to Americans, East Asians endorse greater
dialectical beliefs about positive emotions; they believe something bad might happen if
one feels too happy, and therefore, try to dampen their positive emotions more after a
good event (Miyamoto & Ma, 2011). In a similar vein, because Asians believe that
staying in a bad mood might benefit them following a negative event (e.g., negative
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emotions motivate them to work harder after failing a test), Asians down-regulate their
negative emotions less compared to Americans (Miyamoto et al., 2014).

3. Interpersonal Hedonic Emotion Regulation in Romantic Relationships
Despite the well-documented evidence regarding cultural variations in hedonic
regulation of individuals’ own emotional states – i.e., self-regulation of emotions, there is
a paucity of research that examines how culture shapes the “social” or interpersonal
aspect of emotion regulation – i.e., how people help others regulate their emotions
(Reeck, Ames, & Ochsner, 2016). Similarly, in the field of romantic relationships, most
research has focused on how the regulation of one’s own emotions influences their own
as well as their partner’s emotional and relationship well-being (e.g., Bloch, Haase, &
Levenson, 2014; Gottman & Levenson, 1992; Impett et al., 2012; for a review, see
Levenson, Haase, Bloch, Holley, & Seider, 2014). Admittedly, in the context of dyadic
relationships, any attempts to regulate one’s own emotions are prone to implications that
are dynamic, interactive, and reciprocal in nature (i.e., coregulatory processes; Diamond
& Aspinwall, 2003; Levenson et al, 2014). However, this process is conceptually
different from how one intends to help their partner regulate emotions (i.e., socialregulation). The difference in self-regulation vs. social-regulation of emotions within
dyadic relationships lies in the difference in the target of regulatory attempts. While selfregulation focuses on how dyadic members regulate their own emotions, social regulation
focuses on how dyadic members help each other regulate their emotions. Research
directly examining the social-regulation of emotions in romantic relationships is rather
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limited. Two lines of research, however, began to address this issue, guided by a hedonic
view of emotions.
First, research on capitalization provides some evidence for interpersonal hedonic
regulation of positive emotions in romantic relationships. Capitalization refers to the
process of sharing positive events with others (Gable et al., 2004; Langston, 1994), and
there are two ways that partners could respond to individuals’ capitalization attempts that
are differentially linked to the goal of hedonic emotion regulation. An “activeconstructive” reaction to partner’s positive events entails recognizing and validating the
good news, and responding to the positive events with enthusiasm and excitement,
whereas an “active-destructive” reaction involves behaviors that might “quash the good
news”, such as pointing out negative aspects of the positive events (Gable et al., 2004;
Lambert et al., 2012).7 We argue that these two responses are guided by two distinct
motivations to help one’s partner regulate positive emotions, either in a hedonic way
(active-constructive) or not (active-destructive). Whereas responding to the good news
enthusiastically helps individuals maintain or even increase positive emotions—a typical
example of hedonic regulation, pointing out negative aspects of the good news could help
them calm down by dampening their positive emotions. In line with our argument that
interpersonal hedonic regulation is more valued in Western cultures, Westerners
experience more positive emotions when their partner responds to their good news in an
active-constructive manner than in an active-destructive manner (Lambert et al., 2012).
In addition to positive situations, well-functioning relationships are also
characterized by mutual support and regulation of each other’s emotions during periods
of hardship (Collins & Feeney, 2010). The attachment and social support literature sheds
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light on the process of interpersonal regulation of negative emotions in romantic
relationships. In dyadic relationships, romantic partners serve as each other’s attachment
figure and provide support and care when the other person is in times of distress (Collins
& Feeney, 2010). Individuals with different attachment styles may be more or less
effective at helping their partners regulate stress. Partners of insecure individuals
typically experience greater stress and negative affect than partners of secure individuals,
indicating that partners of insecure individuals are less able to effectively down-regulate
individuals’ negative emotions or anxiety (for a review, see Pietromonaco & Beck,
2015). This evidence, again, comes from a hedonic assumption of emotion regulation—
that individuals help their partners reduce negative feelings and stress.

4. Cultural Differences in Interpersonal Hedonic Emotion Regulation
As the aforementioned research on capitalization and social support suggests,
romantic partners are great resources to help each other navigate through the ups and
downs in life—a lot of times using hedonic regulatory strategies to increase each other’s
positive emotions and reduce negative emotions. Most of this research, however, has
been conducted in a Western cultural context. Therefore, it remains unknown whether the
cultural differences in intrapersonal hedonic emotion regulation processes found in
previous work (Miyamoto & Ma, 2011; Miyamoto et al., 2014), would generalize to
interpersonal contexts, such as romantic relationships. The first aim of the current work
was to address this issue, guided by two predictions. On the one hand, one might argue
that cultural differences in hedonic emotion regulation may be attenuated in interpersonal
contexts as individuals’ attempts to regulate their partner’s emotions in a less hedonic
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way can be perceived as not supportive. Because social support is crucial in romantic
relationships for both Easterners and Westerners (Feeney & Collins, 2015; Kim,
Sherman, &Taylor, 2008), these non-hedonic regulatory behaviors may have negative
consequences in both Asian and American cultural contexts, and therefore, may not be
reinforced in either cultural context. On the other hand, for couples from Asian cultures
who endorse dialectical views about emotions, pointing out potentially negative aspects
of positive events or the functional utility of staying in negative moods may be perceived
as supportive in an instrumental sense. Because they share the dialectical views that
everything has good and bad sides to it, Asians may understand and even appreciate the
utility of down-regulation of positive emotions and up-regulation/maintenance of
negative emotions. Therefore, the cultural difference in intrapersonal hedonic emotion
regulation may be generalizable to interpersonal romantic relationship contexts.
The second aim was to examine what implications this cultural difference in
interpersonal hedonic emotion regulation attempts may have for individual and
relationship well-being. Evidence suggests that one’s attempts to hedonically regulate his
or her partner’s emotions are associated with the partner’s increased well-being and
relationship satisfaction (for reviews, see Feeney & Collins, 2015; Gable & Reis, 2010).
For example, people experience greater positive affect, life satisfaction, and relationship
quality when their partner responds to their good news in a more active-constructive
manner (i.e., savoring positive emotions) compared to when their partner responds to
their good news in a more active-destructive manner (i.e., dampening positive emotions;
Gable et al., 2004; Lambert et al., 2012). Similarly, individuals with partners who are not
particularly good at providing support experience greater stress during a relationship
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conflict discussion (Beck, Pietromonaco, DeBuse, Powers, & Sayer, 2013). This
evidence, however, exclusively comes from people living in Western cultures, such as the
U.S. It thus remains possible that the benefits of these regulatory behaviors should be
attenuated or even disappear among romantic couples from Asian cultures, such as China,
where hedonic emotion regulation is not as valued.

5. Current Research
The present research is designed to investigate (a) cultural differences in
interpersonal hedonic regulation of partners’ emotions in romantic relationships, (b) the
underlying mechanisms accounting for the cultural differences, and (c) the implications
of the cultural differences for individual and relationship well-being. Study 5a and 5b
sought to examine the cultural difference in interpersonal hedonic emotion regulation and
explored how the partner’s use of this regulatory process is associated with one’s
relationship satisfaction, emotional well-being, and life satisfaction. Consistent with prior
research (Miyamoto & Ma, 2011), we predicted that European American partners would
engage in interpersonal hedonic emotion regulation more than Asian partners. In other
words, European Americans would help their partner hedonically regulate their emotions
more than Asians. Furthermore, whereas hedonically regulating partner’s emotions would
be associated with partner’s increased relationship satisfaction, emotional well-being, and
life satisfaction for European Americans, this association would be attenuated for Asians.
Studies 5a and 5b examined partners as the agent of emotion regulation—the
extent to which participants perceived that their partners help them regulate their
emotions in a hedonic way in response to positive events. Study 6 aimed to extend the
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findings of Study 5 in three ways. First, it examined participants themselves as the agent
of emotion regulation—the extent to which participants help their partners hedonically
regulate their emotions. In addition, Study 6 examined the regulatory process in response
to negative events. Furthermore, Study 6 began to address why cultural groups differ in
their hedonic regulatory strategies by investigating dialectical beliefs as a potential
mechanism underlying this cultural difference. We predicted European Americans would
help their partner hedonically regulate their positive and negative emotions more than
Asians. Furthermore, we predicted that dialectical beliefs would mediate the effect of
culture on hedonic emotion regulation, such that Asians would endorse greater dialectical
beliefs about positive and negative emotions, which in turn, would lead them to engage in
hedonic regulation of their partner’s emotions less than European Americans.
Study 7 aimed to examine the consequences of cultural differences in
interpersonal regulatory strategies on romantic relationship quality. European American
and Chinese participants read vignettes describing hypothetical situations in which they
share good and bad news with their romantic partners. Participants then rated the extent
to which they would feel positive emotions, negative emotions, and satisfied, when their
partners savor or dampen their emotions. We predicted that whereas European Americans
would anticipate greater emotional and relationship well-being when their partners help
them regulate emotions hedonically vs. non-hedonically, such benefits would be
attenuated among Chinese. Additionally, Study 7 aimed to replicate Study 6 by
examining dialectical beliefs as a mediator of the effect of culture on interpersonal
hedonic regulation strategies and relationship satisfaction. We predicted that compared to
European Americans, Chinese would endorse greater dialectical beliefs about positive
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and negative emotions, which in turn, would lead to less anticipated satisfaction when
their partners attempt to help them regulate emotions hedonically (vs. non-hedonically).
Similar to previous studies, we measured participants’ gender, age, relationship
experience, and relationship status as covariates throughout the studies.

B. Study 5a
1. Method
a. Participants
Participants were part of the sample in Study 4, who indicated that they were in a
romantic relationship at the time of their participation. Therefore, only those who were in
a relationship in Study 4 were included in the current study. The final sample consisted of
55 Chinese undergraduates at a Chinese university (19 males, 36 females, Mage = 22.02,
SDage = 2.36) and 80 European American undergraduates at a U.S. university (11 males,
69 females, Mage = 20.14, SDage = 1.63).

b. Procedure and Materials
Participants were asked to report their perceptions of how their partners typically
respond when they tell their partners something good that has happened to them, as well
as their current romantic relationship quality.

i. Perceived Responses to Capitalization Attempts
The 12-item Perceived Responses to Capitalization Attempts (PRCA) Scale
assessed participants’ perceptions of their partners’ responses to their sharing of positive
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events (Gable et al., 2004). The scale includes four subscales, but we only focus on the
two subscales that capture two types of hedonic regulatory processes (i.e., savoring vs.
dampening). The active-constructive subscale includes three items depicting partners’
enthusiastic responses to the positive events, in a way to savor individuals’ positive
emotions (e.g., “My partner usually reacts to my good fortune enthusiastically”), whereas
the active-destructive subscale includes three items depicting partners’ attempts to point
out the potential downsides of the positive events, in a way to down-regulate individuals’
positive emotions (e.g., “My partner reminds me that most good things have their bad
aspects as well”). All items were rated on a 7-point scale (1 = Not at all true, 7 = Very
true).
We averaged the three ratings of each subscale to create composite indices of
partners’ responses that are (a) active-constructive or savoring (α = .78, M = 5.56, SD =
1.02 for Chinese; α = .88, M = 5.31, SD = 1.29 for European Americans), and (b) activedestructive or dampening (α = .62, M = 4.28, SD = 1.25 for Chinese; α = .88, M = 1.91,
SD = 1.30 for European Americans).

ii. Romantic Relationship Quality
Participants reported their current relationship quality using the same PRQC scale
used in Study 4. We averaged the six items to create a global index of perceived
relationship quality (α = .84, M = 6.36, SD = .67 For Chinese; α = .87, M = 6.09, SD =
.90 for European Americans).
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2. Results
a. Preliminary Analysis
We first tested whether the findings varied as a function of gender or age. There
was no main effect of gender, and gender did not interact with other variables in
predicting two regulatory responses, Fs < .54, ps > .46. Chinese were older than
European Americans, t(401.36) = 7.85, p < .001. Analyses controlling for gender or age
yielded parallel findings to those without the covariates. For simplicity, we reported the
findings without these covariates.

b. Interpersonal Hedonic Regulation of Positive Emotions
We predicted that compared to Chinese, European Americans would perceive that
their partners help them engage in hedonic emotion regulation more following
experiences of positive emotions (i.e., savoring rather than dampening). To test this
prediction, we performed a 2 (Culture: China vs. US) x 2 (Emotion Regulation:
savoring/active-constructive vs. dampening/active-destructive) mixed ANOVA with
culture as a between-subject factor and emotion regulation as a within-subject factor.
There was a main effect of culture, F(1, 133) = 90.72, p < .001, η2𝑝 = .41, suggesting that
Chinese perceived that their partners engaged in both types of regulatory processes (M =
4.92, SD = .78) more than European Americans (M = 3.61, SD = .79). There was also a
main effect of emotion regulation strategy, F(1, 133) = 195.55, p < .001, η2𝑝 = .60,
suggesting that regardless of culture, participants perceived that their partners attempted
to savor their positive emotions (i.e., active-constructive; M = 5.41, SD = 1.19) more than
to dampen their positive emotions (i.e., active-destructive; M = 2.88, SD = 1.73).
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Importantly, the Culture x Emotion Regulation interaction was significant, F(1,
133) = 40.44, p < .001, η2𝑝 = .23 (see Figure 6-A). Whereas the two cultural groups did
not differ in their perceptions of their partners’ savoring attempts, F(1, 133) = 1.43, p =
.234, η2𝑝 = .01, 90% CI [.000, .057], Chinese perceived that their partners down-regulated
their positive emotions (M = 4.28, SD = 1.25) to a greater extent than European
Americans (M = 1.91, SD = 1.30), F(1, 133) = 112.01, p < .001, η2𝑝 = .46, 90% CI [.354,
.538].

c. Associations between Interpersonal Hedonic Regulation and Relationship Quality
We next explored whether there is any cultural difference in the associations
between partners’ attempts to savor (vs. dampen) individuals’ positive emotions and
individuals’ romantic relationship quality. We first calculated a composite score of
savoring (vs. dampening) positive emotions by subtracting partners’ dampening score
from their savoring score. Therefore, a higher number on this index suggests a greater
tendency for partners to savor (vs. dampen) individuals’ positive emotions. Next, we
conducted a moderated regression analysis by regressing relationship quality on the
interaction between culture (China vs. US) and savoring (vs. dampening) attempts.
Although the interaction between culture and savoring (vs. dampening) attempts was not
significant, F(1, 131) = 1.88, p = .172, we nevertheless explored the simple effects of
savoring (vs. dampening) on relationship quality for European Americans and Chinese
separately to see if the effects were in the predicted direction. Consistent with our
prediction, whereas partner’s savoring (vs. dampening) attempts were positively related
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to individuals’ relationship quality for European Americans, b = .21, SEb = .10, p = .030,
this relationship was not significant for Chinese, b = -.03, SEb = .14, p = .859.

C. Study 5b
The findings of Study 5a provided initial evidence for cultural differences in
interpersonal hedonic regulation of partners’ positive emotions in romantic relationships.
After sharing a positive event with their partners, Chinese perceived that their partners
helped them hedonically regulate their positive emotions less than European Americans.
In addition, we found preliminary evidence suggesting that partners’ greater attempts to
savor (vs. dampen) individuals’ positive emotions was associated with individuals’
greater relationship quality for European Americans, but not for Chinese.
In Study 5b, we first sought to replicate the cultural differences in interpersonal
hedonic regulation in a sample of Asian and European American college students in the
U.S. Next, we further examined how their perception of their partner’s use of
interpersonal hedonic regulation is associated with their emotional well-being and life
satisfaction. We predicted that partners’ greater attempts to hedonically regulate
individuals’ positive emotions would be associated with increased positive emotions,
decreased negative emotions, and increased life satisfaction only for European
Americans, not for Asians.
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1. Method
a. Participants
Participants were 115 Asian college students (34 males, 84 females, Mage = 19.54,
SDage = 1.47) and 586 European American college students (127 males, 460 females, 1
other, Mage = 19.74, SDage = 1.62) in the U.S. who participated in an online survey at the
beginning of an academic semester. Asian participants included Asian Americans who
grew up in the U.S. as well as Asians who grew up in Asia and were pursuing a college
degree in the U.S. at the time of their participation.8 All participants completed the survey
as partial fulfillment for course credit.

b. Procedure and Materials
i. Perceived Responses to Capitalization Attempts
Participants completed the PRCA scale (described in Study 5a) to assess their
perceived partners’ responses to shared positive events. We created composite indices of
partners’ responses that are (a) active-constructive or savoring (α = .59, M = 4.93, SD =
1.10 for Asians; α = .64, M = 4.82, SD = 1.25 for European Americans), and (b) activedestructive or dampening (α = .78, M = 2.89, SD = 1.33 for Asians; α = .81, M = 2.21, SD
= 1.24 for European Americans).

ii. Emotional Well-Being
Participants completed the 12-item Positive and Negative Affect Scale (Mroczek
& Kolarz, 1998). Six items assessed positive affect (e.g., cheerful, extremely happy) and
6 items assessed negative affect (e.g., nervous, hopeless). Each item was rated on a 5-
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point scale (1 = none of the time, 5 = all of the time). We averaged each subscale to create
composite indices for positive (α = .88, M = 3.30, SD = .64 for Asians; α = .89, M = 3.49,
SD = .64 for European Americans) and negative (α = .78, M = 2.26, SD = .64 for Asians;
α = .83, M = 1.99, SD = .66 for European Americans) affect, separately.

iii. Life Satisfaction
Participants’ global life satisfaction was assessed using the 5-item Satisfaction
with Life Scale (Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985; e.g., “In most ways my life is
close to my ideal”). Each item was rated on a 7-point scale (1 = Strongly disagree, 7 =
Strongly agree). We averaged the five items to create a composite index of life
satisfaction (α = .87, M = 4.47, SD = 1.20 for Asians; α = .89, M = 5.06, SD = 1.20 for
European Americans).
2. Results
a. Preliminary Analysis
We first tested whether the findings varied by gender or age. There was no main
effect of gender, and gender did not interact with other variables in predicting hedonic
emotion regulation, Fs < 2.70, ps > .06. Asians and European Americans did not differ in
their age, t(699) = 1.21, p = .225. Controlling for the covariates did not substantially alter
the results; thus, we report the analyses without gender or age.

b. Interpersonal Hedonic Regulation of Positive Emotions
We conducted a 2 (Culture: Asians vs. European Americans) x 2 (Emotion
Regulation: savoring/active-constructive vs. dampening/active-destructive) mixed
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ANOVA with culture as a between-subject factor and emotion regulation as a withinsubject factor. The main effect of culture was significant, F(1, 699) = 26.25, p < .001, η2𝑝
= .04. Asians perceived that their partners used both regulatory strategies (M = 3.92, SD =
.77) more than European Americans (M = 3.53, SD = .78). The main effect of emotion
regulation strategy was also significant, F(1, 699) = 562.25, p < .001, η2𝑝 = .45.
Regardless of cultures, participants perceived that their partners savored their positive
emotions (M = 4.85, SD = 1.21) more than dampened their positive emotions (M = 2.32,
SD = 1.28).
Furthermore, the interaction between culture and emotion regulation was
significant, F(1, 699) = 8.55, p = .004, η2𝑝 = .01 (see Figure 6-B). Whereas the two
cultural groups did not differ in their partners’ attempts to savor positive emotions, F(1,
699) = .72, p = .397, Asians perceived that their partners dampened their positive
emotions to a greater extent than European Americans did, F(1, 699) = 28.87, p < .001,
η2𝑝 = .04, 90% CI [.019, .066].

c. Associations between Interpersonal Hedonic Regulation and Emotional WellBeing
Similar to Study 5a, we first created a composite score of savoring (vs.
dampening) attempts by subtracting partners’ dampening score from their savoring score.
We also created a composite index of positive (vs. negative) emotions by subtracting
individuals’ negative emotion score from their positive emotion score. Therefore, a
higher number on this index indicates greater experience of positive (vs. negative)
emotions. Next, we conducted a moderated regression analysis by regressing positive (vs.
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negative) emotions on the interaction between culture (Asians vs. European Americans)
and savoring (vs. dampening) attempts. There was a main effect of savoring (vs.
dampening) attempts on positive (vs. negative) emotions, F(1, 697) = 19.31, p < .001,
such that partner’s greater savoring (vs. dampening) attempts was associated with
individuals’ increased positive (vs. negative) emotions. The interaction between culture
and savoring (vs. dampening) attempts on positive (vs. negative) emotions, however, was
not significant, F(1, 697) = .26, p = .611.

d. Associations between Interpersonal Hedonic Regulation and Life Satisfaction
Next, we explored whether partners’ attempts savor (vs. dampen) individuals’
positive emotions are associated with individuals’ life satisfaction for Asians and
European Americans. We conducted a moderated regression analysis by regressing life
satisfaction on the interaction between culture (Asians vs. European Americans) and
savoring (vs. dampening) attempts. There was a trend in the interaction between culture
and savoring (vs. dampening) attempts, F(1, 699) = 2.53, p = .112. Simple slope analyses
revealed that partner’s savoring (vs. dampening) attempts was associated with increased
life satisfaction for European Americans, b = .31, SEb = .05, p < .001, but not for Asians,
b = .11, SEb = .12, p = .351.

3. Discussion
The key finding emerged from Study 5a and 5b was that individuals from
American and Asian cultures differed in the extent to which they perceived that their
partner helped them regulate their positive emotions hedonically: Americans perceived
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that their partners helped them regulate their positive emotions more hedonically than
Asians. Furthermore, this cultural difference was mainly driven by the fact that Asians
perceived that their partners helped them dampen their positive emotions more than
American partners. The two cultural groups did not differ in the extent to which their
partners savored their positive emotions.
Study 5a and 5b also explored whether partners’ use of interpersonal hedonic
emotion regulation was differentially linked to individual and relationship well-being for
European Americans and Asians. Although our evidence was not strong (i.e., interactions
were largely not significant), the results from simple slope analyses showed that the
cultural differences were in the expected direction for some well-being variables. For
example, partner’s savoring (vs. dampening) attempts of individuals’ positive emotions
were associated with individuals’ increased relationship satisfaction and life satisfaction
only for European Americans, not for Asians. These findings were promising and suggest
that the implications of interpersonal hedonic emotion regulation for individual and
relationship well-being might be different for European Americans and Asians. One
possible reason for why the evidence was rather weak in these two studies is because in
addition to hedonic regulation, there are numerous factors that contribute to people’s life
satisfaction and relationship well-being. By just measuring individuals’ global wellbeing, the link between well-being and hedonic regulation could have been diluted by
many other contributing factors. We revisited this question in Study 7 and used a more
rigorous design to capture the consequences of interpersonal hedonic emotion regulation.
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D. Study 6
Study 6 aimed to replicate and extend the findings in Study 5a and 5b in three
ways. First, Study 5a and 5b examined only hedonic regulation of positive emotions.
Study 6 investigated whether the observed cultural differences could be extended to both
positive and negative emotions. Consistent with past research on intrapersonal hedonic
regulation (Miyamoto et al., 2014), we predicted that European Americans would help
their partner regulate negative emotions more hedonically than Asians. Because past
research suggests that the cultural difference in mixed emotional experiences tend to be
stronger in pleasant vs. unpleasant situations (Leu et al., 2010; Miyamoto, Uchida, &
Ellsworth, 2010), we predicted that the cultural difference in interpersonal hedonic
regulation of negative emotions would be less pronounced than that of positive emotions.
Second, it examined whether the cultural difference in how romantic partners help
individuals regulate emotions (partner as the agent of regulation) could be generalized to
how individuals help their partners regulate emotions (participant as the agent of
regulation). Additionally, because the PRCA scale in Study 5 was originally designed to
measure responsiveness, not interpersonal hedonic regulation, (Gable et a., 2004), we
used a different instrument that directly assesses individuals’ attempts to regulate their
partners’ positive and negative emotions in this study.
Third, Study 6 began to address why European Americans and Asians differ in the
extent to which they regulate their partners’ emotions hedonically by examining
dialectical beliefs as a mediator of this cultural difference. We predicted that Asians
would endorse dialectical beliefs about positive and negative emotions more than
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European Americans, which in turn, would lead them to help regulate their partners’
positive and negative emotions less hedonically than European Americans.

1. Method
a. Participants
Participants were 197 Asian college students (46 males, 149 females, 2 other, Mage
= 20.01, SDage = 2.50) and 959 European American college students (214 males, 737
females, 8 other, Mage = 19.73, SDage = 1.43) in the U.S. who participated in an online
survey at the beginning of an academic semester. Asian participants included Asian
Americans who grew up in the U.S. as well as Asians who grew up in Asia and were
pursuing a college degree in the U.S. at the time of their participation.9 All participants
completed the survey as partial fulfillment for course credit.

b. Procedure and Materials
i. Interpersonal Hedonic Emotion Regulation
Participants reported how they typically help their romantic partners regulate
positive emotions when their partners tell them about something good that has happened
to them (e.g., receiving a promotion at work, having a great conversation with a family
member, doing well on an exam). We adapted the items used in Miyamoto & Ma (2011)
such that the items reflect how individuals help their partners savor or dampen their
emotions (i.e., interpersonal emotion regulation) instead of intrapersonal emotion
regulation (i.e., how I savor or dampen my own positive emotions). Two items assessed
savoring of positive emotions (e.g., “I would be happy for my partner and encourage
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them to think about things to help them feel even better”), and three items assessed
dampening of positive emotions (e.g., “I would be happy for my partner but also
encourage them to think about things to make them calm down – to feel a little less
excited”). Participants rated their emotion regulation strategies on an 8-point scale (1 =
Not at all, 8 = A very great deal). We created composite indices of hedonic positive
emotion regulation strategies by averaging the ratings for savoring (α = .82, M = 7.22, SD
= 1.01 for Asians; α = .81, M = 7.43, SD = .85 for European Americans) and dampening
(α = .91, M = 3.96, SD = 2.06 for Asians; α = .89, M = 3.08, SD = 1.78 for European
Americans) of positive emotions, separately.
Participants also completed a parallel measure that was designed to assess how
they typically help their romantic partners regulate negative emotions when their partners
tell them about something bad that has happened to them. We modified the items from
Miyamoto et al., (2014) so that they reflect the extent to which individuals help downregulate or maintain their partners’ negative emotions. The measure contained three items
assessing down-regulation of negative emotions (e.g., “I would support my partner and
encourage them to engage in activities to help them overcome bad feelings and feel
good”) and two items assessing maintenance of negative emotions (e.g., “I would support
my partner and encourage them to accept their current feelings rather than change their
mood too much”). Participants rated their emotion regulation strategies on an 8-point
scale (1 = Not at all, 8 = A very great deal). We created composite indices of hedonic
negative emotion regulation strategies by averaging the ratings for down-regulation (α =
.93, M = 7.19, SD = 1.16 for Asians; α = .90, M = 7.35, SD = .96 for European
Americans) and maintenance (α = .70, M = 5.20, SD = 1.72 for Asians; α = .60, M = 4.79,
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SD = 1.62 for European Americans) of negative emotions separately. The order of
hedonic regulation of positive and negative emotions were randomized in the survey.

ii. Dialectical Beliefs about Emotions
Two measures assessed participants’ dialectical beliefs about positive and
negative emotions, respectively. Participants first completed 4 items measuring their
general beliefs about potential downsides of experiencing or maintaining positive
emotions (e.g., “When something good happens, I tend to think that I might mess up
something if I become too happy and get carried away”; Miyamoto & Ma, 2011).
Participants indicated whether each item describes them on a 7-point scale (1 = Does not
describe at all, 7 = Describe very well). We created a composite index of dialectical
beliefs about positive emotions by averaging across the ratings (α = .91, M = 4.37, SD =
1.54 for Asians; α = .92, M = 3.99, SD = 1.58 for European Americans).
Participants also completed 6 items that assessed beliefs about positive aspects of
negative emotions (Miyamoto et al., 2014). Specifically, three items assessed perceived
motivational utilities of negative emotions (e.g., “When things are not going well, staying
in a bad mood helps me work hard”), and three items assessed perceived cognitive
utilities of negative emotions (e.g., “When something bad happens, I feel that I can
analyze the problem better if I stay in a bad mood”). All items were rated on a 7-point
scale (1 = Strongly disagree, 7 = Strongly agree). Because the two subscales were highly
correlated, r = .70, p < .001 for Asians and r = .68, p < .001 for European Americans, and
chi-square model comparison tests indicated that a two-factor solution where the two
subscales were treated as two separate but correlated factors did not significantly improve
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the model fit than a one-factor solution where the two subscales were constrained to be
perfectly correlated, 2 = .27, p = .60 for Asians, 2 = 2.99, p = .08 for European
Americans, we averaged the ratings for motivational and cognitive utilities to create a
composite index for dialectical views of negative emotions (α = .83, M = 3.27, SD = 1.13
for Asians; α = .83, M = 2.94, SD = 1.11 for European Americans).

2. Results
a. Preliminary Analysis
We first tested whether the findings varied by gender or age. There was no main
effect of gender, F(2, 1122) = 2.85, p = .058, and gender did not interact with culture in
predicting hedonic emotion regulation, F(2, 1122) = .04, p = .959. Asians and European
Americans did not differ in their age, t(220.25) = 1.50, p = .134. Controlling for gender
or age did not substantially alter the findings; thus, we report the analyses without the
covariates.

b. Interpersonal Hedonic Regulation of Positive and Negative Emotions
We predicted that European Americans would help their partner regulate their
positive and negative emotions more hedonically than Asians. To test this hypothesis, we
first conducted a 2 (Culture: Asians vs. European Americans) x 2 (Emotion Regulation:
hedonic vs. non-hedonic) x 2 (Situation: positive vs. negative) mixed ANOVA with
culture as a between-subject factor and emotion regulation and situation as within-subject
factors. This analysis yielded main effects of culture, emotion regulation, and situation. In
addition, there were two-way interaction effects of culture and emotion regulation,
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culture and situation, as well as emotion regulation and situation, Fs > 39.09, ps < .014
(see Table 4 for full statistics).
Importantly, the three-way interaction among culture, emotion regulation, and
situation was significant, F(1, 1126) = 8.82, p = .003, η2𝑝 = .01. To decompose the threeway interaction, we examined the interplay between culture and emotion regulation for
positive and negative situations separately. The interaction between culture and emotion
regulation was significant in positive situations, F(1, 1126) = 84.49, p < .001, η2𝑝 = .04.
European Americans helped their partner savor their positive feelings in response to good
events to a greater extent than Asians, F(1, 1126) = 6.29, p = .012, η2𝑝 = .01, while Asians
helped their partner dampen their positive emotions more than European Americans, F(1,
1126) = 109.63, p < .001, η2𝑝 = .03 (see Figure 7-A). The two-way interaction between
culture and emotion regulation was also significant in negative situations, F(1, 1126) =
23.31, p < .001, η2𝑝 = .01. Similar to the positive emotions, European Americans downregulated their partners’ negative emotions marginally more than Asians, F(1, 1126) =
3.70, p = .055, η2𝑝 = .00, whereas Asians helped their partner maintain negative emotions
more than European Americans, F(1, 1126) = 23.64, p < .001, η2𝑝 = .01 (see Figure 7-B).
The three-way interaction was driven by the fact that the cultural difference was more
strongly pronounced in positive than negative situations. In other words, compared to
European Americans, Asians dampened their partners’ positive emotions more than they
maintained their partners’ negative emotions.
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c. Dialectical Beliefs as a Mediating Mechanism
Next, to examine if dialectical views of emotions would explain the cultural
difference in interpersonal hedonic regulation, we conducted a mediational analysis in
PROCESS (Hayes, 2013; Model 4) with culture as the predictor (European Americans =
0, Asians = 1), dialectical beliefs as the mediator, and interpersonal hedonic emotion
regulation as the outcome. Because the valence of the emotions did not moderate the
effects, we collapsed across the two conditions. We created a composite index of
dialectical beliefs by averaging the ratings for positive and negative emotions (M = 3.82,
SD = 1.09 for Asians; M = 3.46, SD = 1.12 for European Americans). We also created a
composite index of interpersonal hedonic (vs. non-hedonic) regulation by first subtracting
non-hedonic regulation ratings from hedonic regulation ratings for positive and negative
emotions separately, and then averaging the difference scores for positive and negative
emotions (M = 2.63, SD = 1.90 for Asians; M = 3.45, SD = 1.65 for European
Americans). A higher number on this index indicates a greater preference for hedonic
strategies (i.e., savoring positive emotions and down-regulating negative emotions)
relative to non-hedonic strategies (i.e., dampening positive emotions and maintaining
negative emotions).
Culture was a significant predictor of dialectical beliefs, b = .36, SEb = .09, p <
.001, 95% CI [.182, .530]. Asians endorsed greater dialectical beliefs about positive and
negative emotions than European Americans. After controlling for culture, dialectical
beliefs in turn significantly predicted interpersonal hedonic regulation, b = -.33, SEb =
.04, p < .001, 95% CI [-.420, -.247]. People who held stronger dialectical beliefs about
emotions tended to help their partner regulate their emotions less hedonically. More
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importantly, the indirect effect of culture on interpersonal hedonic regulation through
dialectical beliefs was significant, b = -.12, SEb = .03, 95% CI [-.192, -.062] (see Figure
8), indicating that dialectical beliefs partially explained the cultural difference in
interpersonal hedonic regulation.

3. Discussion
Study 6 extended past findings in three ways. First, Study 6 shed light on the
generalizability of cultural differences in interpersonal hedonic emotion regulation by
examining this regulatory strategy in both positive and negative situations. Although we
found cultural differences in interpersonal hedonic regulation in both positive and
negative situations, the differences were less pronounced in negative than positive
situations. This finding is in line with past research showing that the cultural difference in
dialectical emotional experience is more pronounced in positive than negative situations
(Leu et al., 2010; Miyamoto et al., 2010). It is possible that when people are already in
negative situations, in addition to cultural norms, there are many more reasons to use
non-hedonic regulatory strategies in those situations than in positive situations. For
example, there is usually a valid reason for feeling bad in negative situations and those
feelings might provide valuable information for the individuals. Therefore, even
European Americans see the benefits of helping their partner stay in negative emotions.
In the positive situations, however, the only reason that motivates people to help their
partner dampen positive emotions is the dialectical views of positive emotions. In other
words, European Americans may be more susceptible to situational factors that influence
their hedonic emotion regulation strategies, whereas Asians are more consistent in using
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non-hedonic regulation strategies under the influence of dialectical cultural norms across
situations. Second, Study 6 also extended past findings by demonstrating that cultural
differences in hedonic regulatory attempts were present from the perspective of
individuals as well as their partners in the relationship. Finally, Study 6 uncovered
dialectical views of emotions as a mechanism underlying this cultural difference in
interpersonal hedonic regulation.

E. Study 7
The primary goal of Study 7 was to investigate the implications of the cultural
difference in interpersonal hedonic emotion regulation on emotional and relationship
well-being. Study 5a and 5b provided initial evidence about how partners’ hedonic
regulation of individuals’ positive emotions is associated with individual and relationship
well-being for Americans and Asians. Study 7 aimed to extend these findings by directly
assessing individuals’ anticipated emotional experiences and relationship quality in
response to their partners’ use of hedonic regulatory attempts. We predicted that
consistent with past findings (Gable et al., 2004; Lambert et al., 2012), European
Americans would anticipate greater relationship quality when their partner helps them
regulate their emotions in a more hedonic way, whereas such benefits associated with
hedonic regulation would be attenuated for Chinese. In addition, similar to Study 6, we
examined dialectical beliefs about emotions as a mediator of the effect of culture on
relationship quality in response to different interpersonal hedonic regulatory strategies.
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1. Method
a. Participants
Participants consisted of 223 Chinese undergraduates at a Chinese university (118
males, 105 females, Mage = 19.51, SDage = 1.52) and 157 European American
undergraduates at a U.S. university (30 males, 127 females, Mage = 20.05, SDage = 1.69).
27.15% of Chinese participants and 47.77% of European American participants were in a
relationship at the time of participation. Furthermore, 57.47% of Chinese and 85.26% of
European Americans had been in a romantic relationship before.

b. Procedure and Materials
Participants first read two vignettes describing hypothetical situations in which
their partner tries to regulate their emotions when they share something good and
something bad that has happened to them, respectively. Participants then reported their
anticipated emotions and relationship satisfaction in response to partner’s reaction in each
situation. Participants also completed a measure of dialectical beliefs about positive and
negative emotions as a mechanism accounting for the hypothesized cultural differences in
the association between partners’ hedonic emotion regulation attempt and relationship
satisfaction. European Americans completed the questionnaire online as partial
fulfillment for course credit while Chinese completed the same questionnaire in a paperand-pencil format during regular class periods. Questionnaires were originally created in
English. They were translated into Chinese and back-translated by two independent
bilingual speakers.

78

i. Vignettes
Participants read two vignettes describing hypothetical situations in which they
share a good and a bad event that has happened to them with their romantic partner,
respectively. For example, one vignette that depicts the sharing of a negative event is
worded as follows (see Appendix D for both vignettes):
You are taking a very challenging course this semester, which is required by your
major. Obtaining a final grade of B or above is essential in order to continue
receiving a scholarship that you rely on. Your grades on the first two exams were
mediocre and it is uncertain whether you could maintain a B by the end of the
course. You just completed your third exam and you only got a C on the exam.
You feel very bad about the grade and tell your partner about it.
After reading each vignette, participants were provided with two possible ways
through which their partner could respond to each situation, one involving an attempt to
regulate participants’ emotions in a hedonic way, whereas the other involving an attempt
to regulate participants’ emotions in a non-hedonic way. For example, in the
abovementioned vignette, participants received the following two responses: “Your
partner understands and is supportive of your feelings. S/he tells you that this exam
hasn’t determined your final grade yet and there is still a chance to improve next time.
S/he also suggests activities you can do together to help you not dwell too much on
negative feelings and feel better, such as working out and cooking a nice meal together.”
(hedonic/down-regulation of negative emotions), and “Your partner understands and is
supportive of your feelings. S/he tells you that it is natural to feel bad in these situations
and it may not be necessary to immediately reduce negative feelings. S/he points out that
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feeling bad might not be maladaptive in certain situations, and in fact, could motivate
you to work harder next time, for example, by helping you reflect on why you did poorly
on this exam.” (non-hedonic/maintenance of negative emotions). The order of the
vignettes and responses were counterbalanced in both cultures.

ii. Anticipated Emotions
To assess participants’ emotions toward their partners’ responses, they rated on a
7-point scale (1 = Not at all, 7 = Very much) the extent to which they would feel (a)
excited, (b) proud, (c) happy, (e) upset, (f) discouraged, and (g) disappointed, if their
partner chose each response option in a given situation. First, we created a composite
index of positive emotions for each response type by averaging the first three items (i.e.,
excited, proud, happy) in each vignette. Next, we created a parallel composite index of
negative emotions for each response type by averaging the three negative items in each
vignette. Finally, we created a composite index of positive (vs. negative) emotions for
each response type in each vignette by subtracting participants’ negative emotion ratings
from their positive emotion ratings. This resulted in four indices for participants’
anticipated positive (vs. negative) emotions when their partner helped them (a) savor
positive emotions in the positive situation (M = 2.63, SD = 2.03 for Chinese; M = 5.32,
SD = .99 for European Americans), (b) dampen positive emotions in the positive situation
(M = 1.78, SD = 2.01 for Chinese; M = 1.04, SD = 2.80 for European Americans), (c)
down-regulate negative emotions in the negative situation (M = .56, SD = 2.07 for
Chinese; M = -.30, SD = 2.52 for European Americans), and (d) maintain negative
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emotions in the negative situation (M = -.43, SD = 2.08 for Chinese; M = -1.97, SD =
2.44 for European Americans).

iii. Anticipated Satisfaction
To assess participants’ anticipated relationship satisfaction toward their partners’
responses, they rated on a 7-point scale (1 = Not at all, 7 = Very much) the extent to
which they would feel (a) understood, (b) cared for, (c) supported, and (d) satisfied, if
their partner chose each response option in a given situation. We created a composite
index of relationship satisfaction for each response type by averaging ratings in each
vignette, which yielded four composite indices for each participant’s anticipated
relationship satisfaction when their partner helped them (a) savor positive emotions in the
positive situation (α = .92, M = 5.31, SD = 1.14 for Chinese; α = .92, M = 6.47, SD = .67
for European Americans), (b) dampen positive emotions in the positive situation (α = .94,
M = 5.43, SD = 1.22 for Chinese; α = .95, M = 3.92, SD = 1.42 for European Americans),
(c) down-regulate negative emotions in the negative situation (α = .94, M = 5.48, SD =
1.18 for Chinese; α = .88, M = 5.53, SD = 1.03 for European Americans), and (d)
maintain negative emotions in the negative situation (α = .92, M = 5.08, SD = 1.27 for
Chinese; α = .93, M = 4.24, SD = 1.27 for European Americans).

iv. Dialectical Beliefs about Emotions
Participants completed the same scale that was used in Study 6 measuring their
dialectical beliefs about positive (α = .86, M = 4.19, SD = 1.42 for Chinese; α = .92, M =
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3.55, SD = 1.59 for European Americans) and negative (α = .78, M = 2.93, SD = 1.13 for
Chinese; α = .87, M = 2.64, SD = 1.14 for European Americans) emotions.

2. Results
a. Preliminary Analysis
We first examined whether the findings varied by gender, age, relationship status,
and relationship experience.10 There was a main effect of gender on anticipated positive
(vs. negative) emotions, F(1, 372) = 4.49, p = .035. Women anticipated greater positive
(vs. negative) emotions (M = 2.29, SD = .2.27) than men (M = .98, SD = 1.49). There was
no main effect of gender on anticipated relationship satisfaction, F(1, 370) = 1.86, p =
.173. Furthermore, gender did not interact with culture in predicting any of the outcomes,
Fs < .04, ps > .834.
European Americans were older than Chinese, t(378) = 3.25, p = .001. A higher
proportion of European Americans were in a relationship at the time of participation and
had been in a relationship in the past compared to Chinese, χ2(1) = 33.00, p < .001, χ2(1)
= 17.00, p < .001, respectively. Analyses controlling for gender, age, relationship status,
or relationship experience yielded parallel findings to those without the covariates.

b. Anticipated Positive and Negative Emotions
First, we examined whether Chinese and European Americans would anticipate
different levels of positive vs. (negative) emotions when they imagine their partner
helped them regulate emotions in a more hedonic way. To test this hypothesis, we a
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conducted 2 (Culture: China vs. US) x 2 (Emotion Regulation: hedonic vs. non-hedonic)
x 2 (Situation: positive vs. negative) mixed ANOVA on positive (vs. negative) emotions.
There were main effects of emotion regulation and situation on positive (vs.
negative) emotions. In addition, there were two-way interaction effects of culture and
emotion regulation, culture and situation, as well as emotion regulation and situation, Fs
> 64.90, ps < .001 (see Table 5 for full statistics). More importantly, the three-way
interaction among culture, emotion regulation, and situation was significant, F(1, 374) =
87.84, p < .001, η2𝑝 = .19. To decompose the three-way interaction, we examined the
interaction between culture and emotion regulation for positive and negative situations
separately. Culture and emotion regulation interacted in predicting positive (vs. negative)
emotions when participants shared a good event with their partner, F(1, 374) = 275.63, p
< .001, η2𝑝 = .32. Both Chinese and European Americans anticipated more positive (vs.
negative) emotions when their partner savored than dampened their positive emotions in
response to the positive event, F(1, 374) = 40.61, p < .001, η2𝑝 = .14, F(1, 374) = 735.30,
p < .001, η2𝑝 = .69, respectively, but this difference was larger among European
Americans than Chinese (see Figure 9-A). Similarly, culture and emotion regulation
interacted in predicting positive (vs. negative) emotions when participants shared a
negative event with their partner, F(1, 374) = 10.86, p = .001, η2𝑝 = .02. Both Chinese and
European Americans anticipated more positive (vs. negative) emotions when their partner
down-regulated than maintained their negative emotions in response to the negative
event, F(1, 374) = 54.56, p < .001, η2𝑝 = .22, F(1, 374) = 110.83, p < .001, η2𝑝 = .32,
respectively, but this difference was larger among European Americans than Chinese (see
Figure 9-B). The three-way interaction was significant because European Americans’
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preference for hedonic way of regulating their partners’ emotions than Chinese was more
salient in the positive rather than negative situation.

c. Anticipated Relationship Satisfaction
To examine whether cultural differences in interpersonal hedonic regulation have
any impact on anticipated relationship satisfaction, we performed a 2 (Culture: China vs.
US) x 2 (Emotion Regulation: hedonic vs. non-hedonic) x 2 (Situation: positive vs.
negative) mixed ANOVA on anticipated relationship satisfaction. We found significant
main effects of culture, emotion regulation, and situation, as well as significant two-way
interactions between culture and emotion regulation, culture and situation, and emotion
regulation and situation (see Table 6 for full statistics).
More importantly, there was a significant three-way interaction among culture,
emotion regulation, and situation, F(1, 374) = 100.17, p < .001, η2𝑝 = .21. The interaction
between culture and emotion regulation was significant in the positive situation, F(1,
374) = 462.00, p < .001, η2𝑝 = .50. Consistent with past findings (Gable et al., 2006),
European Americans anticipated greater relationship satisfaction when they imagined
their partner helping them savor than dampen their positive emotions in response to the
positive event, F(1, 374) = 726.53, p < .001, η2𝑝 = .72. This effect was completely absent
for Chinese. Their anticipated levels of relationship satisfaction did not differ when their
partner savored or dampened their positive emotions, F(1, 374) = 2.12, p = .146 (see
Figure 10-A).
The interaction between culture and emotion regulation was also significant in the
negative situation, F(1, 374) = 28.01, p < .001, η2𝑝 = .06. Both Chinese and European
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Americans anticipated greater relationship satisfaction when their partner down-regulated
their negative emotions than maintained their negative emotions in response to the
negative event, F(1, 374) = 23.63, p < .001, η2𝑝 = .08, F(1, 374) = 185.93, p < .001, η2𝑝 =
.38, respectively, but this effect was more pronounced among European Americans than
Chinese. The three-way interaction was mainly driven by the fact that the cultural
difference in interpersonal hedonic regulation was more pronounced in the positive
situation rather than negative situation (see Figure 10-B).

d. Dialectical Beliefs as a Mediating Mechanism
Because anticipated positive (vs. negative) emotions and relationship satisfaction
were each assessed four times, once in response to partner’s hedonic regulatory attempt,
and once in response to partner’s non-hedonic regulatory attempt in both positive and
negative situations, we created composite indices for the two outcome measures by 1)
subtracting the outcome scores in response to non-hedonic regulation from the
corresponding scores in response to hedonic regulation in the positive and negative
situation separately, and then 2) averaging the difference scores in the positive and
negative situations (valence of the situation did not moderate the effects). Therefore,
higher numbers on these indices indicate greater anticipated positive (vs. negative)
emotions and relationship satisfaction when their partner helped them regulate their
emotions hedonically (vs. non-hedonically).
We performed two mediational analyses with culture as the predictor (US = 0,
China = 1), dialectical beliefs as the mediator, and positive (vs. negative) emotions and
relationship satisfaction as the outcome in each model. For positive (vs. negative)
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emotions, culture was a significant predictor of dialectical beliefs, F(1, 370) = 17.98, p <
.001, R2 = .22. Chinese endorsed greater dialectical beliefs about positive and negative
emotions than European Americans. Controlling for culture, dialectical beliefs were
negatively associated with positive (vs. negative) emotions, b = -.22, SEb = .09, 95% CI [.396, -.048]. People who endorsed greater dialectical views of emotions anticipated less
positive (vs. negative) emotions when their partner helped them regulate their emotions
hedonically (vs. non-hedonically). More importantly, the indirect effect of culture on
anticipated positive (vs. negative) emotions through dialectical beliefs was significant, b
= -.11, SEb = .05, 95% CI [-.233, -.025] (see Figure 11-A). Dialectical beliefs about
emotions partially explained the cultural differences in people’s anticipated positive (vs.
negative) emotions in response to partners’ attempts to help them regulate their emotions
hedonically (vs. non-hedonically).
Very similar results emerged for anticipated relationship satisfaction. Culture was
a significant predictor of dialectical beliefs, F(1, 369) = 16.38, p < .001, R2 = .21.
Controlling for culture, dialectical beliefs were negatively associated with anticipated
relationship satisfaction, b = .13, SEb = .05, 95% CI [.027, .233]. Finally, the indirect
effect of culture on anticipated relationship satisfaction through dialectical beliefs was
significant, b = .06, SEb = .03, 95% CI [.013, .136] (see Figure 11-B). Compared to
European Americans, Chinese anticipated less relationship satisfaction in response to
partners’ attempts to help them regulate emotions hedonically (vs. non-hedonically). And
it was partially because they endorsed greater dialectical beliefs about emotions than
European Americans.
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3. Discussion
Study 7 extended past findings by identifying emotional and relationship
implications of culturally divergent practices of interpersonal hedonic emotion regulation.
We found that although partner’s attempts to hedonically regulate individuals’ positive
and negative emotions were linked to better emotional and relationship well-being for
European Americans, this benefit was significantly reduced or even disappeared for
Chinese. Furthermore, the cultural differences in anticipated emotional and relationship
well-being in response to hedonic regulatory attempts were again partially explained by
people’s endorsement of dialectical views of emotions; Chinese endorsed greater
dialectical beliefs about emotions than European Americans, which led them to anticipate
lower levels of emotional and relationship well-being when they imagined their partner
help them regulate their emotions in a hedonic (vs. non-hedonic) way. Taken together,
the study underscores the importance of understanding and implementing interpersonal
emotion regulatory strategies that are congruent with their immediate cultural
environment in achieving optimal romantic relationship functioning.

F. General Discussion
The present research represents the first investigation of cultural differences in
interpersonal hedonic emotion regulation and their implications for individual and
relationship well-being. Overall, the present work found that although European
Americans and Asians both generally want to savor their partner’s positive emotions or
down-regulate their partner’s negative emotions than to dampen their partner’s positive
emotions or maintain their partner’s negative emotions, this effect was less pronounced
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for Asians. Studies 5a and 5b demonstrated that European Americans perceive that their
partner helps them regulate positive emotions more hedonically than Asians, and this
cultural difference is mainly driven by the fact that Asians perceive that their partner
dampen their positive emotions more than European Americans. Furthermore, whereas
partners’ attempts to savor individuals’ positive emotions is linked to individuals’
increased life satisfaction and relationship well-being for European Americans, this link
is absent for Asians. Study 6 replicated and extended the findings of Study 5 by
demonstrating the cultural difference in interpersonal hedonic regulation in both positive
and negative contexts. Furthermore, Study 6 uncovered dialectical beliefs about emotions
as an underlying mechanism accounting for the cultural difference in interpersonal
hedonic regulation. Finally, Study 7 examined the implications of this cultural difference
by showing that the positive benefits of interpersonal hedonic regulation was pronounced
for European Americans, but significantly less so for Chinese.
Our research contributes to the close relationship literature by identifying culture
as a moderator of the association between interpersonal emotion regulation and
relationship functioning. Past research in capitalization and social support suggests that a
more hedonic approach to regulate partners’ positive and negative emotions is associated
with partners’ increased individual and relationship well-being. Our research suggests
that although this evidence is consistent with Western values that emphasizes hedonism,
hedonic regulation may not be the most optimal relationship regulatory strategy in Asian
cultures where a dialectical view of emotions is more prevalent. Because the practices of
upregulating partner’s positive emotions and down-regulating their negative emotions
have been considered the most constructive support in close relationships research, the

88

present research questions this assumption that is commonly held in research science and
highlights the importance of taking a culturally-specific approach for emotion regulationrelated interventions and couple therapies.
The current research also shed light on the potential antecedents of the
documented differences in behaviors among Asian and Western romantic couples. Past
research suggests that Asian couples tend to exhibit more mixed emotional experiences
(e.g., co-occurrences of both positive and negative emotions, less positive behaviors,
more negative behaviors) than Western couples when having positive and negative
interactive discussions (Hiew, Halford, van de Vijver, & Liu, 2015; Shiota, Campos,
Gonzaga, Keltner, & Peng, 2010; Tsai & Levenson, 1997; Tsai, Levenson, &McCoy,
2006; Williamson et al., 2012). Our research suggests that the observed cultural
differences in experience and display of positive and negative behaviors may be a result
of how romantic partners from different cultures hedonically regulate each other’s
emotions. Future research should examine this link between hedonic emotion regulation
attempts and actual emotional experiences and behaviors among romantic partners from
different cultures.
In addition, our research has the potential to contribute to the emotion regulation
literature by broadening the scope of intrapersonal emotion regulation and examining
how interpersonal hedonic regulation unfolds among romantic partners. Furthermore,
recent work in emotion regulation has identified various motivations that drive people to
feel unpleasant emotions (Tamir & Bigman, 2014). The present work builds on this
research and identifies culture as one such factor in motivating people from certain
cultural backgrounds (e.g., Chinese) to help their partners feel less good in certain
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situations in romantic relationships, and further demonstrates that down-regulation of
partners’ positive emotions and maintenance of their negative emotions may have less
negative impact for these people.
Despite these strengths, the present work is also characterized by several
limitations. First, Study 7 examined individuals’ anticipated emotional and relationship
well-being in response to partners’ hedonic regulation rather than actual individual and
relationship outcomes. Future work should investigate how romantic couples’ emotional
and relationship well-being is influenced by their partners’ hedonic regulatory attempts in
ongoing interactive discussions. Furthermore, future research should broaden the scope of
what individual and relationship outcomes are being studied and identify other factors
(e.g., physical health, mental health) that might also be affected as a result of this cultural
difference.
Second, another intriguing future direction would be to test whether this cultural
difference in interpersonal hedonic regulation is stable or if people’s utilization of this
strategy could be malleable. For example, future research could prime European
Americans with dialectical beliefs about positive and negative emotions or with a belief
that their partners are motivated to have mixed emotional experiences, and examine
whether their utilization of hedonic emotion regulation strategies would change as a
function of this priming manipulation.
Finally, this dissertation examines culture from the perspective of East-West
differences that primarily base in people’s nation of origin (e.g., European Americans vs.
Chinese). However, culture is an umbrella term that includes various contexts defined by
gender, ethnicity, social class, religion, profession, etc. Future research should continue
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to explore how these different sociocultural factors shape different communication styles
and emotion regulation strategies among romantic partners and implications for
individual and relationship well-being. For example, women, people who are older and
from lower SES tend to have more interdependent self-construal and more holistic
cognitive style than men, people who are younger and from higher SES (Cross &
Madson, 1997; Grossmann & Varnum, 2010; Kraus, Piff, & Keltner, 2009; Watkins et
al., 2000). It would be interesting to investigate whether women, older people, and people
from low SES would prefer more indirect communication, help their romantic partner
regulate emotions in a more non-hedonic way, and consequently enjoy more individual
and relational benefits using these styles compared to their counterparts. It is important to
note that the present research controlled for these sociocultural factors (i.e., age, gender,
and SES) in examining the effect of national culture on communication and emotion
regulation, which indicates that individuals’ national cultural background plays a unique
role in these interpersonal processes, above and beyond other sociocultural factors.

1. Conclusion
The past few decades have witnessed significant development in the study of
close relationship research. Despite the tremendous advancement in what and how close
relationship processes are studied, the role that culture plays in relationship science has
received surprisingly little attention in the literature. By integrating culture into the study
of communication and emotion regulation in romantic relationships, this program of
research challenges the assumptions traditionally made in close relationship research,
thereby having the potential to enrich the theoretical frameworks of communication and
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emotion regulation. More importantly, this work highlights the enormous potential that
future relationship work could be benefited from adopting a cultural perspective.
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Table 1: Mixed ANOVA results predicting engagement in and evaluation of direct vs.
indirect communication in Study 1.
Engagement
F(df)
9.60** (1, 493)
53.15*** (1, 493)
42.07*** (1, 493)
7.40** (1, 493)
93.01*** (1, 493)
34.31*** (1, 493)
45.63*** (1, 493)
Evaluation
F(df)
0.00 (1, 489)
146.28*** (1, 489)
153.84*** (1, 489)
64.48*** (1, 489)
136.44*** (1, 489)
76.16*** (1, 489)
86.58*** (1, 489)

Culture
Situation
Communication
Culture x Situation
Culture x Communication
Situation x Communication
Culture x Situation x Communication

Culture
Situation
Communication
Culture x Situation
Culture x Communication
Situation x Communication
Culture x Situation x Communication
** p < .01. *** p < .001.
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η2𝑝
.02
.10
.08
.01
.16
.07
.08
η2𝑝
.00
.23
.24
.12
.22
.13
.15

Table 2: Mixed ANOVA results predicting indirect (vs. direct) communication in Study 2.
F(df)
Culture
132.45*** (1, 300)
Situation
74.26*** (1, 300)
Role
34.39*** (1, 300)
Culture x Situation
15.96*** (1, 300)
Culture x Role
3.49† (1, 300)
Situation x Role
24.94*** (1, 300)
Culture x Situation x Role
6.96** (1, 300)
†
p < .01. ** p < .01. *** p < .001.
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η2𝑝
.31
.20
.10
.05
.01
.08
.02

Table 3: Mixed ANOVA results predicting anticipated relationship satisfaction in Study 3.

Culture
Situation
Communication
Culture x Situation
Culture x Communication
Situation x Communication
Culture x Situation x Communication
* p < .05. *** p < .001.

F(df)
143.90*** (1, 390)
417.71*** (1, 390)
132.62*** (1, 390)
109.77*** (1, 390)
256.05*** (1, 390)
10.00** (1, 390)
4.55* (1, 390)
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η2𝑝
.27
.52
.25
.22
.40
.03
.01

Table 4: Mixed ANOVA results predicting cultural differences in interpersonal hedonic
regulation in Study 5.

Culture
Emotion Regulation
Situation
Culture x Emotion Regulation
Culture x Situation
Emotion Regulation x Situation
Culture x Emotion Regulation x Situation
* p < .05. *** p < .001.

F(df)
11.66*** (1, 1126)
2079.06*** (1, 1126)
312.13*** (1, 1126)
39.09*** (1, 1126)
5.99* (1, 1126)
331.22*** (1, 1126)
8.82** (1, 1126)
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η2𝑝
.01
.65
.22
.03
.01
.23
.01

Table 5: Mixed ANOVA results predicting anticipated positive (vs. negative) emotions in
Study 6.
F(df)
.71 (1, 374)
410.49*** (1, 374)
571.94*** (1, 374)
114.53*** (1, 374)
64.90*** (1, 374)
71.38*** (1, 374)
87.84*** (1, 374)

Culture
Emotion Regulation
Situation
Culture x Emotion Regulation
Culture x Situation
Emotion Regulation x Situation
Culture x Emotion Regulation x Situation
*** p < .001.
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η2𝑝
.00
.52
.60
.23
.15
.16
.19

Table 6: Mixed ANOVA results predicting anticipated relationship satisfaction in Study 6.
F(df)
10.00** (1, 374)
314.79*** (1, 374)
27.30*** (1, 374)
236.47*** (1, 374)
8.81** (1, 374)
17.87*** (1, 374)
100.17*** (1, 374)

Culture
Emotion Regulation
Situation
Culture x Emotion Regulation
Culture x Situation
Emotion Regulation x Situation
Culture x Emotion Regulation x Situation
** p < .01. *** p < .001.
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η2𝑝
.03
.46
.07
.39
.02
.05
.21

Figure 1: Cultural differences in engagement in (Panels A and B) and evaluation of
(Panels C and D) direct and indirect communication in positive and negative situations in
Study 1. Error bars indicate standard errors.
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Indirect communication
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Positive Situations
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Figure 2: Cultural differences in preference for indirect (vs. direct) communication in
positive (left) and negative (right) situations for (A) communicators and (B) recipients in
Study 2. Error bars indicate standard errors.
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Interplay between self-construal and indirect communication on
romantic relationship quality
Independence (-1 SD)

Interdependence (+1 SD)

Romantic Relationship Quality

7
6.8
6.6
6.4
6.2
6
5.8
5.6
5.4
Indirect Communication

Figure 3: Self-construal x Indirect communication in predicting romantic relationship
quality in Study 3.
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Figure 4: The two-way interaction between culture and communication on relationship
satisfaction for (A) positive and (B) negative situations in Study 4. Error bars indicate
standard errors.
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Figure 5: Results of a path analysis examining the role of interdependent (vs.
independent) self-construal in mediating the effect of culture on preference for indirect
(vs. direct) communication and its subsequent influence on relationship satisfaction. The
path model provided a good fit to the data; absolute fit index χ2(1) = 1.48, p = .224,
comparative fit index (CFI) = 1.00, normed fit index (NFI) = 1.00, root-mean-square
error of approximation (RMSEA) = .03. Unstandardized coefficients are shown.
Relationship satisfaction was computed by subtracting the relationship satisfaction scores
for direct communication from the corresponding scores for indirect communication. A
higher number on this index indicates that participants anticipated higher levels of
relationship satisfaction when they imagined that their partner communicated indirect (vs.
directly). **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Figure 6: Cultural differences in interpersonal hedonic emotion regulation strategies of
positive emotions in Study 5a (A) and 5b (B). Error bars indicate standard errors.
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Figure 7: Cultural differences in interpersonal hedonic regulation of positive (A) and
negative (B) emotions in Study 6. Error bars indicate standard errors.
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Figure 8: Results of a mediation analysis examining the effect of culture on interpersonal
hedonic (vs. non-hedonic) regulation strategies through individuals’ dialectical beliefs
about positive and negative emotions. The indirect effect was significant, b = -.12, SEb =
.03, 95% CI [-.192, -.062]. Unstandardized coefficients are shown. Hedonic regulation
was computed by 1) subtracting non-hedonic strategies (i.e., dampening positive
emotions and maintaining negative emotions) from hedonic strategies (i.e., savoring
positive emotions and down-regulating negative emotions) and 2) averaging the scores
for positive and negative emotions. A higher number on this index indicates participants’
preference for hedonic regulation styles relative to non-hedonic regulation styles.
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Figure 9: Cultural differences in participants’ anticipated positive (vs. negative) emotions
in response to partner’s hedonic regulatory attempts when participants shared a positive
(A) and a negative (B) event with their partner in Study 7. Error bars indicate standard
errors.
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Figure 10: Cultural differences in participants’ anticipated relationship satisfaction in
response to partner’s hedonic regulatory attempts when participants shared a positive (A)
and a negative (B) event with their partner in Study 7. Error bars indicate standard errors.
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Figure 11: Cultural differences in anticipated positive (vs. negative) emotions (A) and
relationship satisfaction (B) in response to partner’s hedonic (vs. non-hedonic) regulatory
attempts in Study 7. Outcomes were computed by 1) subtracting scores in response to
partner’s non-hedonic attempts from corresponding scores in response to partner’s
hedonic attempts and 2) averaging the scores for positive and negative situations. Error
bars indicate standard errors.
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APPENDIX A
VIGNETTES IN STUDY 1
Vignette 1: Your partner has had a really hard day -- things have not gone well,
work/classes are behind schedule, and you notice it. What would you do? (Negative)
1. Let your partner know that you will try to ease your partner’s stress by preparing
a nice dinner, sharing chores, staying up with him/her while he/she is working,
etc. (Direct)
2. Without discussing why you are helping your partner, try to ease your partner’s
stress by preparing a nice dinner, sharing chores, staying up with him/her while
he/she is working, etc. (Indirect)
Vignette 2: Your partner has developed a habit that you do not like, and you want to
address the issue with him or her. How would you go about communicating? (Negative)
1. Tell your partner your thoughts and feelings as clearly as possible. (Direct)
2. Find opportunities to raise the topic gently (e.g., use analogies, etc.), expecting
your partner will get your point. (Indirect)
Vignette 3: You asked your partner to run an important errand yesterday and he/she
forgot about it. How would you remind your partner about this? (Negative)
1. By telling your partner “You forgot to do the errand.” (Direct)
2. By jokingly asking your partner “Did you forget anything important yesterday?”
(Indirect)
Vignette 4: You accompany your partner to shop for some new clothes for his/her
upcoming business trip. Your partner tries on an outfit that you think does not look good
on him/her. When your partner asks your opinion about the outfit, what would you do?
(Negative)
1. Tell your partner straightforwardly that the outfit does not suit him/her and help
your partner look for something else. (Direct)
2. Suggest that a different style might look good on him/her, and show your partner
another outfit. (Indirect)
Vignette 5: You were sick last week and your partner spent a lot of time taking care of
you. What your partner did not tell you was that he/she gave up a meeting with an
important client in order to spend more time being with you, but you accidentally found
out without your partner's knowledge. What would you do next? (Positive)
1. Acknowledge what your partner did and directly tell your partner that you really
appreciate what he/she did for you. (Direct)
2. Keep your appreciation in mind. In the following weeks, you try to do subtle kind
gestures without ever explicitly acknowledging what your partner did for you
earlier. (Indirect)
Vignette 6: You and your partner go on a camping trip in a national park and you reach a
place where the scenery is spectacular. The beautiful sunset and the night sky with the
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stars make you feel especially affectionate toward your partner. How would you express
your love for your partner? (Positive)
1. You would communicate your affection to your partner by saying things such as
“I love you.” (Direct)
2. You would heighten the atmosphere by remarking on the scenery or the situation
by saying things such as “Isn’t the moon beautiful tonight?” (Indirect)
Vignette 7: Your birthday is coming up this weekend. However, you have heard from
your partner’s friends that they were planning a guys/girls’ night out. How would you
remind your partner about your birthday? (Negative)
1. By telling your partner that your birthday is coming up. (Direct)
2. By asking your partner whether anything special is coming up. (Indirect)
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APPENDIX B
ROMANTIC RELATIONSHIP COMMUNICATION SCALE
Communicator in positive situations
1. I tend to communicate directly with a romantic partner about positive aspects of
our relationship.*
2. I tend to directly show my affection for a romantic partner.*
3. I express my love to a romantic partner directly by saying things such as I love
you.*
4. I believe that expressing my appreciation to a romantic partner directly and
explicitly, such as by saying thank you, is not necessary.
5. When communicating, I tend to be indirect and subtle when complimenting a
romantic partner.
Communicator in negative situations
6. I tend to be indirect and subtle when conveying that I disagree with a romantic
partner.
7. I hold my tongue rather than argue with a romantic partner.
8. I tend to communicate directly with a romantic partner about a conflict in our
relationship.*
9. I tend to communicate directly with a romantic partner about negative aspects of
our relationship.*
10. I tend to be direct when conveying that I do not like something that a romantic
partner said or did.*
11. I avoid situations in my romantic relationship that might be confrontational.
Recipient in positive situations
12. When communicating, I expect a romantic partner to be direct when
complimenting me.*
13. I expect a romantic partner to communicate directly with me about positive
aspects of our relationship.*
14. I expect a romantic partner to directly show his or her affection for me.*
15. I do not expect a romantic partner to directly tell me that he or she loves me.
16. I believe that it is not necessary for my partner to express appreciation to me
directly and explicitly, such as by saying thank you.
Recipient in negative situations
17. I expect a romantic partner to communicate directly with me about negative
aspects of our relationship.*
18. I expect my partner to avoid situations in our romantic relationship that might be
confrontational.
19. I expect a romantic partner to communicate directly with me about a conflict in
our relationship.*
20. I do not expect my partner to argue in a direct way with me.
21. I expect a romantic partner to explicitly tell me if he or she disagrees with me.*
22. I expect a romantic partner to be more indirect and subtle when conveying that he
or she does not like something that I said or did.
Note. Italicized items were used in Studies 3 and 4. Asterisked items were reverse scored.
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APPENDIX C
VIGNETTES IN STUDY 4
Positive vignette: Your partner was sick last week and you spent a lot of time taking care
of him/her. You did not tell your partner that you gave up a meeting with a client in order
to spend more time with him/her, but your partner accidentally found out.
1. Directly telling you how thankful he/she is about what you did for him/her.
(Direct)
2. Expressing his/her appreciation indirectly through subtle kind gestures and
behaviors without explicitly acknowledging what you did for him/her. (Indirect)
Negative vignette: You have developed a habit that your partner does not like, and
he/she wants to address this issue with you.
1. Directly telling you how he/she feels about this issue and asking you to consider
changing the habit. (Direct)
2. Finding opportunities to raise the topic indirectly (e.g., using analogies, etc.),
expecting you will get the point. (Indirect)
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APPENDIX D
VIGNETTES IN STUDY 7
Positive vignette: Since childhood you have always wanted to become a doctor. You
joined the neuroscience club on campus as soon as you started college and have actively
participated in a variety of events organized by the club and found them incredibly
helpful for your career development. For example, you met a log of fellow students who
are also interested in neuroscience, attended talks given by faculty that further expanded
your knowledge about this field, and educated high school students to the
interdisciplinary field of neuroscience and helped them gain interest. This is the
beginning of your second year in the club, and today you were elected by the members as
the president of this club. You feel very happy about this opportunity and tell your
partner about it.
1. Your partner is very happy for your and suggests to celebrate things together to
help you feel even better. (Savoring)
2. Your partner is very happy for you but also helps you think about things to make
you calm down – to feel a little less excited. (Dampening)
Negative vignette: You are taking a very challenging course this semester, which is
required by your major. Obtaining a final grade of B or above is essential to continue
receiving a scholarship that you get assistance from every semester. Your grades on the
two midterms were mediocre and it was uncertain whether you could maintain a B
throughout. Your just completed your third midterm and you only got a C on the test.
You feel very bad about the grade and tell your partner about it.
1. Your partner supports you and engages in activities with you to help you reduce
negative feelings and feel better. (Down-regulation)
2. Your partner supports you and suggests that not immediately downregulating you
negative mood might motivate you to work harder next time. (Maintenance)
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Notes
1 Chapter I is co-authored with Jiyoung Park and Paula R. Pietromonao.
2 The order of the vignettes was randomized for European Americans while
Chinese read the vignettes in a fixed order (see Appendix A). Similarly, the response
options were randomly ordered for each vignette for European Americans while the
direct option was always presented first for Chinese. Because the paper-and-pencil format
was the only viable data collection option in China, we could not implement the same
randomization strategy used for European Americans as a complete randomization of the
order of both vignettes and response options would result in 645,120 combinations.
3 For exploratory purposes, we also coded several other dimensions as potential
underlying mechanisms of engagement in direct vs. indirect communication, including
self-orientation, partner-orientation, relationship-orientation, approach motivation,
avoidance motivation, and importance of communication. See Supplemental Materials
for the results from these coding dimensions.
4 The correlation between the original scale (22-item) and the abbreviated version
(16-item) in Study 2 was .93 for Chinese and .97 for European Americans, ps < .001,
suggesting that we did not lose psychometric property by dropping the items.
5 Because we have a very small sample size of men in the study (n = 16), we also
conducted the main analyses for women and men separately to see if the results were
consistent. For women, interdependent (vs. independent) self-construal was significantly
correlated with indirect (vs. direct) communication, r = .31, p = .002, such that more
interdependent women preferred more indirect communication with their partner. The
association was in the same direction for men, but not significant, r = .28, p = .285.
Regarding relationship quality, greater indirect communication was associated with lower
relationship quality for women who were more independent, b = -.31, p = .003, but this
association was not significant for women who were more interdependent, b = -.16, p =
.096, although the interaction between indirect communication and self-construal was not
significant, b = -.08, p = .24. Because the sample size for men who were in a relationship
was too small (n = 9), we did not conduct parallel analyses for them.
6 The order of the vignettes and the response options were counterbalanced in
both cultures. We checked whether the order of vignettes and/or responses influenced the
results and they did not, Fs < 1.15, ps > .32.
7 Because the other two reactions described in the paper— “passive-constructive”
and “passive-destructive”—are less relevant to this research, we do not discuss them
further.
8 Because the study was administered as part of a departmental prescreening
survey, there was limited demographic information available to determine participants’
identification with Asian or Asian American. We used the question “What city and state
did you grow up in?” as a proxy for Asian identification, and categorized people who
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grew up in an Asian country as Asian, and people who grew up in the US as Asian
American. Out of 115 Asian participants, 28 participants were categorized as Asian (20
females, 8 males, Mage = 19.46, SDage = 1.97), 83 participants were categorized as Asian
American (50 females, 24 males, Mage = 19.59, SDage = 1.31), and 4 participants did not
provide enough information for categorization. There was a cultural difference in
partner’s savoring attempts (active-constructive), F(1, 109) = 6.19, p = .014. Asian
Americans perceived that their partner savored their positive emotions (M = 5.11, SD =
1.09) more than Asians (M = 4.53, SD = 1.01). Furthermore, Asian Americans reported
greater positive affect (M = 3.41, SD = .61) than Asians (M = 2.99, SD = .60), F(1, 109) =
9.79, p = .002. Asians and Asian Americans did not differ in perceived partner’s
dampening attempts, F(1, 109) = 2.28, p = .134, negative affect, F(1, 109) = .52, p =
.471, or life satisfaction, F(1, 109) = .35, p = .556. Because (a) based on the findings,
collapsing across Asian and Asian American data would give us a more conservative
estimate of the cultural difference between Asian and White and (b) the sample size for
Asians is extremely small, we reported the findings averaging across Asian and Asian
American samples.
9 Because the study was administered as part of a departmental prescreening
survey, there was limited demographic information available to determine participants’
identification with Asian or Asian American. We used the question “What city and state
did you grow up in?” as a proxy for Asian identification, and categorized people who
grew up in an Asian country as Asian, and people who grew up in the US as Asian
American. Out of Asian participants, 44 participants were categorized as Asian (33
females, 11 males, Mage = 20.33, SDage = 3.48), 152 participants were categorized as
Asian American (116 females, 34 males, 2 other, Mage = 19.91, SDage = 2.16), and 1
participant did not provide enough information for categorization. Compared to Asians,
Asian Americans helped their romantic partner savored their positive emotions more,
F(1, 189) = 13.28, p < .001, dampened positive emotions less, F(1, 189) = 13.20, p <
.001, and down-regulated negative emotions more, F(1, 188) = 9.64, p = .002. The two
cultural groups did not differ in the extent to which they helped their partner maintain
negative emotions, F(1, 188) = .40, p = .525. Given that overall, Asian Americans helped
their partner regulate emotions more hedonically than Asians, we compared how Asian
Americans and Whites used regulatory strategies by conducting a 2 (Culture: Asian vs.
White) x 2 (Emotion Regulation: hedonic vs. non-hedonic) x 2 (Situation: positive vs.
negative) mixed ANOVA. There was a main effect of culture, F(1, 1118) = 9.75, p =
.002. Asian Americans helped their partner regulate emotions (M = 5.89, SD = .95) to a
greater extent than Whites (M = 5.67, SD = .81). The main effect of emotion regulation
was significant, F(1, 1118) = 1857.80, p < .001. Overall, people preferred to help their
partner regulate emotions hedonically (i.e., savor positive emotions or down-regulate
negative emotions; M = 7.38, SD = .94) than nonhedonically (i.e., dampen positive
emotions or maintain negative emotions; M = 4.00, SD = 1.92). The main effect of
situation was also significant, F(1, 1118) = 298.86, p < .001. Overall, people regulate
emotions more in the negative situations (M = 6.08, SD = 1.84) than positive situations
(M = 5.29, SD = 2.56). Furthermore, there was a significant two-way interaction between
culture and emotion regulation, F(1, 1118) = 11.52, p < .001. Whereas Asian Americans
(M = 7.36, SD = .85) and Whites (M = 7.38, SD = .83) did not differ in the extent to
which they helped their partner regulate emotions hedonically, F(1, 1132) = .05, p = .824,
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Asian Americans (M = 4.43, SD = 1.64) helped their partner regulate emotions more
nonhedonically than Whites (M = 3.95, SD = 1.43), F(1, 1132) = 13.83, p < .001. The
two-way interaction between emotion regulation and situation was also significant, F(1,
1118) = 308.03, p < .001; people’s preference for hedonic regulation over nonhedonic
regulation was more pronounced in positive than negative situations. None of the other
interactions were significant, Fs < 1.62, ps > .200.
10 Because past research suggests that individuals’ SES is associated with how
they regulate emotions as well as their downstream well-being (e.g., Côté, Gyurak, &
Levenson, 2010; Troy, Ford, McRae, Zarolia, & Mauss, 2017), we also included SES
(indicated by self-reported annual household income) as another covariate in the study.
Because the metric for annual household income was different in the US vs. China, we
used country-specific household income to predict outcomes in each country separately.
In China, there was a main effect of household income on anticipated relationship
satisfaction, F(1, 205) = 5.11, p = .025. People with greater household income anticipated
greater relationship satisfaction in general. Household income did not significantly
predict any outcomes in the US, Fs < 2.03, ps > .155. Controlling for household income
in each country generated parallel findings to those without the covariate. For simplicity,
we reported the findings without the covariates discussed above.
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